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The Peppermint Demon 


by Watts Martin 
art by Ken Sample 


The trouble with breaking into buildings, Arnthor Jenkins 
decided, was that they were entirely too dark. It was difficult 
enough to be quiet when you didn’t have to worry about 
tripping over something and breaking your leg and just lying 
there waiting for the light to come and those people (using the 
term loosely) to see you and pick you up and— 

“Scop it,” he whispered fiercely. Heknew he should just 
worry about getting in and out quickly, not about whose 
embassy it happened to be. The problem was, he didn’t have 
the faintest idea where he was heading. 

He had spent the last ten minutes rifling through all the 
drawers in the reception office. Everything was on a much 
bigger scale than he was used to. Well, that wasn’t quite 
accurate, was id. Things were the same size, just... lower and 
higher. One thing might be filed a foot off the floor, another 
in a basket literally attached to the ceiling. He hoped the 
invoicesweren’tin one of those particular baskets, five feet over 
his head. The Rilima had never been known as athletes. 

But some of the most famous thieves had been Rilima. 
Arnthor kept telling himself that as he made his way down the 
gloomy hall. It didn’t help. The “mice people" also were 
supposed to have a knack for staying outofdanger. Wandering 
through the Tynthrifa compound was no way to be safe. Why, 
he remembered the stories as a child, back when things like the 
Tynthrifa were thought to be mythical, about— 

"Stop it,” he breathed again. He had only been in the 
embassy once in the light, and had only seen the reception area. 
Until now. 

He came to a door. It was locked— but Ellen’s father 
wasa locksmith. One of the few things he still had left from the 
marriage was a set of picks. The Tynthrifa locks weren't quite 
the same as Ranean ones, but a lock was a lock. Variations on 
the standard ones he could get through, and magic ones he 
couldn't. Simple enough. 

The lock wasn't magic. After seven painful seconds of 
fiddling, the door swung open silently, revealing more black- 
ness. 

Why hadn't he thought about bringing a ligh? What 
kind of thief was he, anyway? ...che kind that was really a 
shipping clerk. He hunched his shoulders, brushed a lock of 
brown hair out of his eyes, and stepped inside. 

Under his feet the cold marble he had been walking on 
changed to a low carpet. He hoped enough of the green light 
from the embassy's “security lanterns” in the reception area 
would penetrate to let him see. 


When his eyes adjusted, he discovered he stood a foot 
away from a huge oak desk. It had no chair, of course. Arn 
shivered and knelt down beside it to start going through the 
drawers. 

Five minutes later he slumped against the desk, discour- 
aged. Maybe he was wrong, Maybe Trepil wasn’trunning the 
scam Amthor imagined. And even if he was, the cmbassy's 
invoice might not show anything. 

Well, nothing to do but go on. He rose to his feet and 
padded out of the room, carefully relocking it behind him. 

The security light barely reached this far down the hall. 
‘Arn had always wondered why they were called security lights. 
He had thought any thief would appreciate alight dim enough 
to see by, but not bright enough for others to sec him. Now it 
made sense. As he rounded a corner and came face to face with 
real blackness, he felt very insecure indeed. Didn’tthese people 
ever use lights? —they never did in the stories— 

Ofcourse, in the stories they were creatures of the night, 
and obvioudy that wasn’t true- 

Unless somewhere up ahead one was waiting for him to 
get close enough and then— 

“Stop it!” He resolutely marched down the hall, to the 
next (barely) visible door. A careful nudge of the handle told 
him it was unlocked: He pushed it partway open, slipped 
inside, and promptly walked into a broom. 

It hurt more than he would have imagined, too. When 
he hitit, the broom retaliated by falling over and whacking him 
soundly in the head. He stood stock-still, trying to ignore the 
pain, and waited for the stars to clear so he could sec nothing 
again. 

Then it occurred to him: when he moved, the broom. 
would fall. 

He ran his hands along the broom’s handle, and tried to 
keep his tail still, forit had suddenly developeda violent twitch. 
Then, holding the broom up with one hand, he felt along the 
wall— very carefully— for a hook. 

Suddenly the closer filled with light. He whirled around, 
panicked, and saw that his hand had brushed a metal plate. Am 
Touch dies quickly, aid the lighis sento Hehung the 
broom back up (the hook had been illuminated quite nicely for 
that split-second), and restarted his lungs. Why couldn’t they 
use glow crystals like normal people did? Or maybe just old- 
fashioned gas lanterns, the sort you have to go through sixteen 
steps to get light out of. But no, they hadquick starting lights 
with manual switches. They would. 

There was no noise from the hallway; evidently no one 
had seen the flash from the closet. He breathed asilent sigh of 
relief and padded back out, closing the door behind him. 
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Four steps past the closet and he was in total darkness. 
Evidendy the Tynthrifa didn’t believe in windows, either. He 
puthis hand against the wall and started walking very carefully 
along it. 

An indeterminate length of time later, he came to 
another door. He felt for its handle and tapped it. Locked. 

2 Who was he kidding? He couldn’t pick a lock in the 
dark. Perhaps he would have to come back tomorrow. 

But he wouldn’t have enough nerve to come back 
tomorrow. It was now or never. Looking back down the 
hallway, toward the faint glow of green coming from around 
the corner, he put his hand on the door and closed his eyes. It 
felt... important. What he needed lay beyond that lock. He 
was sure of it. 

He opened his eyes again and bumbled toward the far 
wall. Ifhe still had any sense of direction left, it was actually an 
exterior wall on the building. When he ran into it, he felt back 
along its length. 

After a minute his hand ran into something soft. He felt 
up and down its length. Aha! A curtain. There was a window 
here after all. 

Another fewseconds and hehad cautiouslycracked open 
the curtain, letting in starlight from the courtyard. He turned 
around. The locked door almost directly faced the window; its 
lock glinted in the pale light. It was just barely bright enough 
to use the picks, though. 

The lockclicked softly, and he pushed the door open just 
wide enough to slip past. The light from the window didn't 
quite reach in, but he thought his eyes would adjust in a few 
minutes. 

He was hit once more: not by a broom, but by the scent 
of peppermint, What in the world? 

The floor had changed again, toa low, firm carpet. It felt 
alot like the carpet of the last office he had been in. He started 
walking slowly forward, ready to bump into a desk. 

About ten steps into the room Arn began to wonder 
whether it was an office atall. He should be more than halfway 
across the room. Perhaps he should go over to one of the walls; 
he thoughthe could make out some shelf-like shapes along the 
closest ones. 

Then, with the next step, the substance under his feet 
changed. It became smooth and plush, about three inches 
higher than the carpet. He frowned, standing on it with both 
feet, and bounced a little. Then he took another cautious step 
forward. 

Ac this point, five things happened so quickly that they 
seemed simultaneous, even though they were causally con- 
nected. 

The first was: Arn’s foot came down on something that 
wasn’t the smooth and plush substance. It was something else 
smooth, a little slick, warm against his footpad, curved like a 
tube, perhaps six inches higher than where his foot had come 
down a step earlier. 


The second was: As soon as part of Arn’s weight was on 
that foot, what was under itstarted sliding out from under him, 
very quickly. 

The third was: Arn lost his balance. He managed not to 
cry out as he fell, but he fell forward, landing against what had 
just moved out from under his foot. It was still moving, very 
quickly. 

The fourth was: Someone in the room who was not Arn 
screamed. 

The fifth, and last, was: Arn realized he had just stepped 
on the tail of a sleeping Tynthrifa. 

Terrified, he started to scrabble to his feet, but he was too 
late. The huge, snaky tail was already in the process of curling 
around him. Itpinned one arm to his chest asit completed the 
loop. He was caught by a constrictor whose body was halfagain 
as thick ashisleg, lifting him into the air like a toy as itslithered 
awake. And you know what boas do with mice, don’t you? a 
voice cackled in his head. 

The lights came on, and he was staring down at his 
captor, dangling above her like a mouse pinata. 

She was most definitely female, She had been sleeping 
in the nude; she had grabbed a sheet from a pile of at least a 
dozen pillows to partially cover her front and hips. Am had 
never thought about snake demons having hips before— but 
some of the nastier stories involved rape, didn’t they? The 
Tynthrifa would have to possess morphlike.... would have to 
have hips. 

Above those hips, she was a golden bronze, almost the 
color of a richly suntanned human but with a disquietingly 
metallicovertone. Herbody looked quite morphlike— except 
that she had four arms. Her face, framed in silky red hair that 
fell down to her thighs, was nearly human. Ithad surprisingly 
full lips (something Arn had never really seen the attraction of), 
high cheekbones, and big green eyes, now bigger in what, if he. 
didn’t know better, he would say was abject terror. Her mouth 
was open, revealing a set of pointed teeth with prominent 
canines, and a thin, reptilian tongue. 

Below those hips she was— a huge snake. Her thighs 
merged and tapered into asingle column, as wide as her waist, 
and swept down in a sinuous length that, uncoiled, he guessed 
might run over eighteen fect. Her snake body was the same 
spun gold as her torso, skin merging fluidly into scales. Silver 
mottles ran down its length. 

Currently, about halfitwas coiled underneath him. The 
rest of it stuck straight up in the air, with the loop containing 
the hapless mouse morph five feet off the ground and a foot 
before the end of the tail. Her human form, sheet and all, was 
half upright, leaning against a cushioned part of the wall that 
matched the big, oval bed he had managed to walk into. 

“Whatare you doing here?” shesaid. Her voice sounded 
as terrified as she looked. "Why did you break into my 
bedchambers? I had the door locked! What are you? Who are 
you?” The voice was rising in hysteria. 

Arn was barely listening, though. He was remembering 
an old fairy tale about a snake demoness. In his youth, he had 
imagined her to look much like the Tynthrifa holding him 
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now, except with yellow-green scales, and much bigger teeth. 
She lived in a cave and came out to snare and eat hunters. A 
brave little boy, handsome and stout like all the ones in fairy 
stories, rounded up his two closest companions and, ignoring 
their parents’ warnings, went up to the cave to free their village 
from her. 

When his mother told him the story, the boys drove the 
demoness off through some clever fairy tale subterfuge he had 
long since forgotten. In high school, he learned the original 
ending. The demoness grabbed one of the hero’s friends in her 
two right hands and the other in her two left. Then she 
swallowed them whole, one after the other, her human body 
expanding just like a real snake’s to fit their brave, handsome 
and stout kicking little bodies. The “hero” escaped, presum- 
ably to spend the rest of his life under close psychiatric 
supervision. 

He had never been sure of the point, but he thought it 
was an absolutely awful thing to tell a child. 

“Who are you?” the snake-girl below him repeated, 
almost screaming. He could feel her shaking through the coil 
around him, and realized it was tightening. 

“Please,” he gasped, struggling. 

She straightened up, panting litle, running her tongue 
across her lips. It wasn't forked, at least. Then she studied him, 
and her eyes became less frightened. She lowered him down so 
his face was level with hers. 

‘Am’s rationality, having been slowly crumbling since he 
first entered the embassy, now dissolved into dust bunnies, and 
he slumped in her tail’s grip. "Please don’teat me,” he sobbed. 

“Don't eat you,” she repeated. Her expression was 
thoughtful for a second, then a smile flashed across her face 
which Arn knew spelled no good. He started struggling with 
renewed effort. 

“Stop struggling,” she said, as ifit was more ofa request 
than a command. Arn didn't. He managed to get his arm free 
from her loop, and started pushing at her tail. It was loosening 
a bit 


“Isaid stop struggling.” Her voice had a little more force 
now, but he didn't notice that. What he noticed was that on 
the word stop she squeezed him. He felt like his eyeballs were 
going to pop out and fly into the wall. He subsided, trying to 
whimper but lacking the breath. 

She uncoiled and slithered across the room— still hold- 
ing the sheet in her arms and him in her tail— to shut the door 
and relock it, and returned to her bed. Then her tail twisted 
itself around him, adding another loop under the first one, so 
his entire torso disappeared in her golden scales. A third loop 
circled around his legs. She laid him out flat, his head near the 
pillows, and coiled the rest of her body in a single loop next to 
him. Then she pulled her body up to his face, staring down 
from what seemed an immense height. 

“Tell me who you are,” she said. 

"Arnthor," he wheezed. “My name is Arnthor Jenkins.” 

“Why arc you in my bedchamber?” 


“Because....” He gulped. “That's a really good ques- 
tion, isn't it?" 

She frowned and clenched her lower set of fists. As she 
did, her entire tail clenched. Arn yelped. “Be quiet,” she 
commanded. “Answer my question.” 

“Pm here,” he whimpered, “to try and find invoices.” 

“Invoices?” 

“IFI tell you any more you'll be very angry with me,” he 
said in a small voice. 

“Yow’re here to steal invoices?” she said, sounding 
puzzled. 

Arn nodded miserably. 

“So you're a thief.” 

He nodded again. 

She folded her upper arms, smiling abit. “We're allowed 
to deal with thieves under our own customs, Amthor Jenkins,” 
she said. 

"You're going to call security?” he said through the wars, 
almost hopefully. 

She laughed. “We don't need security like you small 
people do.” Her tone seemed ominously excited. 

“And?” 

The Tynthrifa puther hand to her lips, looking thought- 
fulagain. When she did, the sheet fell away from one shoulder. 
When the sheetwas back in place, he caught himself staring up 
at her chest, scrutinizing its shape, until  lictle voice in his head 
said sharply: what the hell do you think you're doing? She's 
deciding how to kill you, you furry little twit! 

When she looked back down at him, she seemed almost 
cheerful. “Well, the obvious thing to do is to eat you alive. 
That's what we do, isn’tit?” She bent down and poked his side 
where it peeked out from between her coils. “You do look nice 
and lean. That's good. I'm watching my weight.” 

When Arn foundhis voice again it was high-pitched and 
running at twice normal speed. “Ifyou let me go I promise I'll 
never come back, Pll move far far away and never even set foot 
on this continent again—" 

“If you want me to let you go,” she said, “then you're 
going to tell me what you were looking for.” 

He whimpered. Ifhe told her he suspected her embassy 
was involved in illegal trade practices, she'd probably kill him 
anyway. 

After almost thirty seconds of silence, hesuddenly found 
himself hoisted into the air. He kicked futilely, but the coil 
around his knees kept him from doing more than wiggling his 
feet. The Tynthrifa lay down on her back, the sheet still 
covering her, and lowered his toes to within six inches of her 
teeth. “Well, Arnthor Jenkins?” 

He stared down at her. “All right, you win! Stop!” he 
squeaked. 

She stopped and looked at him with an almost relieved 
expression, then pulled herself into a sitting position and 
lowered him to lie beside her. “Then you start.” 
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Arn closed his eyes, attempting unsuccessfully to relax. 
“I work as a shipping clerk,” he said, trying to force his voice 
tobe more than a whisper. “My... brother runs the company. 
Trepil Jenkins. Starlight Cargo Carriers. 

“Ichink... he'srunningascam of some kind. Something 
where the Tynthrifa embassy is getting shipments at half the 
tariffs, In almostevery shipmentwe've made through you, half 
the goods get marked as destroyed. | think they’re really being 
shipped anyway— but you're only paying duties on the first 
half.” 

"You're accusing us of stealing?” she said, her voice 
rising. 

Helooked up at hers her pretty face was quite angry now. 
He nodded, almost imperceptibly. “Someone here.” 

"That's impossible!” The loops tightened. 

“But that’s what it looks like!” he cried. “I was looking 
for your invoices. They'll have to show the actual number of 
goods you received, so that way everything could pass through 
customs with papers that make it look like you've paid every- 
thing,” 

“I don't believe you.” The loops continued to tighten; 
Am had almost no breath left. 

“Sorry,” he gasped, closing his eyes. 

Suddenly her coils relaxed, sliding over his fur in an 
almostticklish way. He sucked in a huge breath, coughing, and 
lay there gasping, head lolled back, until his lungs were full 
again. 

The snake-girl leaned against the wall-cushion, both 
arms folded angrily on her chest and looking across the room 
atnothing. He moved experimentally. No, thecoils were held 
tautly enough that he couldn’t budge— he was still trapped. 
He sighed and rested his arms on the coil around his chest. She 
was much warmer than any snake he had ever felt, smooth and 
leathery supple. 2 

He dared to look over at her body again. The sheet was 
half-off, but she didn’t seem to notice, clutching it just above 
her nipples with her lower left arm. If she hadn't been a 
demoness, he would have to admit she was quite attractive. 
Exceptfor having nolegs, ofcourse. Her snake body did almost 
look like partly-formed legs where it joined her body, as if 
someone had pulled on an absolutely perfect fake mermaid tail. 
- D guess they always have to do it from the front, he 
thought, then slapped himself across the cheek. Whata thing 
to think! 

“If this is really going on,” she said softly, “why are you 
trying to stop it?” 

“Because it’s wrong. I think what you're doing is wrong. 
That's why.” 

She looked down at him, eyes wide. “It's not what I’m 
doing.” 

“I think eating people is wrong, too,” he mumbled, 
looking away. He immediately regretted saying it, but he had 
already resigned himself to the fact that his last sight in the 
world would be the roof of her mouth. 


Then itoccurred to him that she was laughing. Loudly. 
Hysterically. 

He stared at her. She was laughing so hard, she was 
almostcrying. Finally, she quieted enough to gasp, “Why in all 
the heavens did you think I was going to eat you alive?” 

“You... you..." He blinked. "You said you were going 
to eat me.” 

“After you gaveme the idea.” She wiped awaya tear with 
one hand, still giggling. 

“But...” 

“And swallow you whole? I could bite off a thumb, 
maybe!” That sent her into another fit of laughter. 

“But...” herepeated, feeling his face start to burn under 
his fur. 

“Pm sorry,” she said. “I took advantage of you, Arnthor 
Jenkins. But you literally asked for it.” She shook her head, 
crossing one set of arms against the sheet, and stared down at 
him, no longer smiling. “Most of you small people think of us 
as devouring monsters?” 

“I don't know,” he said, fidgeting. "You weren't going 
to kill me?” 

“Icameclose.” Sheshook her head. “You notonly broke 
into my room, you stepped on me! You're lucky I thought to 
grab you instead of just lashing out. You came very close to 
being turned into a little grey splotch. We're not safe targets 
for people like you.” 

“People like us.” 

“Small people. Bipeds.” 

“Well, then, don’t judge me for being prejudiced against 
you. You're also prejudiced against us.” 

She shrugged. “It’s not prejudice. Bipeds simply aren't 
put together very well.” 

"Isn't believing that being prejudiced?” 

“Let's see.” Her voice was amused. Suddenly the coils 
around him came free, and she slid to her standing position: 
torso straight in the air, head a bit less than six feet off the 
ground. “Attack me, Arnthor Jenkins.” 

“What?” 

“I said attack me. As well as you can.” She moved to the 
other side of the room; now, it was hard to watch and think 
slithering. Her movement was fluidly graceful, like a dolphin 
gliding through water. 

She bent down to a drawer, opened it, and pulled outa 
nightgown, letting the sheet drop with her back to him. He 
turned away hurriedly, looking back when he heard the cloth 
rusde around her shoulders. The Tynthrifa was pulling a 
dagger out of another drawer. 

She tossed the dagger to him, still in its sheath. “Have 
you ever used one?” 

“Yes,” he said doubtfully. “This might not be a good 
idea.” He had become good with a knife to defend himself 
against a gang of cats when he was in high school. He hadn't 
foughtin years, but he still remembered exactly how he had put 
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two of those cats in the hospital. It was the reason he never 
carried a weapon now. He would rather risk being beatup than 
inadvertently kill someone. 

“Then come for me.” She folded her upper set of arms. 
“Leave the dagger in the sheath. Ifyou can stab me, I'll have 
a nasty bruise to show for it.” 

He licked his lips, looking up at her, then circled warily 
around, edging closer. Her tail was so big. It roamed 
constantly across the floor, threatening to trip him up. 

Butshe wasn’teven in a defensive stance. Am picked his 
choice of openings and jumped toward her. The tail came up 
to block; he vaulted over it, the sheathed knife aimed straight 
at her torso. Except that it wasn’t there. He came down less 
in a roll than a muddle, sitting up and blinking stupidly. 

Her body was on the other side of the room. Just like 
that. 

Well, after nearly being squeezed to death, he wasn’t 
exactly in prime shape, but he should be able to do better... 
The next time she leaped up rather than to the side. Atleast, 
that’s what he guessed. All he knew was he sprang at her chest 
and it wasn’t there again. Instead her snake body was, and it 
was moving up. He missed with the knife, but smashed right 
into her with his head, falling onto the ground onto his back 
with her tail between his legs. 

He was positive she took a distinct pleasure in running 
the rest itacross him as he was trying to catch his breath. Itwas 
difficult when twelve feet of thick golden python flesh was 
sliding across your chest and cheek. 

The third time, he waited, but she didn't close. Finally, 
he moved for her, and it was the end of the fight. Instead of 
sliding past him, her tail whipped around in ablur. Before he 
knew what was happening, he was dangling over her head 
again— upside down. 

“Now,” she said, “I disarm you.” She shook him 
violently until he dropped the knife. "I'm an ambassador's 
daughter, Arnthor Jenkins. T don’t know anything about 
“fighting. 

“But I suppose you're right. I am prejudiced against 
your people. I don't mean to be, but you're so... weak!” 

After a moment he relaxed, hanging his head limply. 
“All right, fine. Just put me out of my poor, bipedal misery 
now, why don’t you?” 

She set him down in asitting position, then lay down on. 
her stomach, propping her head up with her two lower arms. 
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn't have shown off.” 

“No, really, it was fun. What next? Would you care to 
trounce me at chess, perhaps? I know! We can play poker and 
you can win what little I have left in the world.” He slumped 
against her bed, burying his head in a pillow. 

“Pm sorry,” she repeated more softly. “I supposeit's like 
the Melifen were with humans at first. It's easy to believe that 
because your species is better, it's all right to treat others as less 
than people.” 

“You're not better. You're different.” 


She raised her eyebrows. “I don’t think that’s the way 
your people see us, Amthor Jenkins. The possibility we 
actually are better terrifies them.” 

He crossed his arms. “What gave you that idea?" 

“Tell me. Why do you think we rarcly leave our 
embassy?” 

“Because you don’t like being around us?” 

“No. Because you’ve made us monsters.” 

‘Arn started, then felt his face begin to burn again. He 
looked down at the bed as she continued. 

“I know some of the stories you told of us before the 
embassy opened, when there were only a few Tynthrifa in 
Ranca. Your people were so terrified of us they made us 
demons. That way nothing about us matters. You can always 
feel superior to a monster.” 

The mouse shrank in on himself. “Maybe we both have 
things to learn about one another,” he mumbled, feeling like a 
very small person indeed. 

“Maybe so.” She laughed, and he looked up at her. She 
no longer seemed quite as terrifying. In fact— he recalled the 
thought he had had a few minutes ago. If she wasn’t ademon, 
she’d be quite attractive. He smiled, a little awkwardly, 
wondering at himself. 

“So what are you going to do with me?” 

“Hmm?” She looked confused for asecond, then made 
an oh! of surprise with her lips. Then she rolled over, sitting up 
like a human. "These walls are very thick. I suspect no one's 
heard us, even with all che noise we've made. Ifyou leave now, 
then nobody will know you've ever been here.” 

“But the invoice—” 

She put a hand on his arm. “Arnthor Jenkins, when I 
said we were allowed to deal with thieves according to our 
customs, I meant we are bound to do so. I think you're avery 
nice man for a thief. I wouldn’t like it if you put me in the 
position of having to fight you to the death.” 

His ribs still hurt from when she had started to constrict 
him earlier. “Right.” He sighed, standing up and walking to 
the door. 

As he openedit, he turned around. “Arnthor Jenkins is 
my full name. Arnthor is my first name. It’s just Arnthor. Or 
just Arn for short.” He looked down at the carpet. “Isuppose 
that doesn’t really matter, but I thought I should tell you.” 

“I am Kanrimival,” she said. He realized she was 
“standing” next to him suddenly. “Friends call me Kanri.” 

“Oh.” He nodded, gulping. “Well. Thank you for... 
an interesting conversation. And letting me go, ofcourse.” He 
looked up at her. She was pretty... 

On an impulse, he took her lower righthand in his own 
rightand brought it to his lips, kissing it gently. “Good night, 
Kanrimival.” 

She was staring down at him, her mouth slightly open, 
looking extraordinarily pleased. When he released her hand 
she caressed his cheek with it. “Kanri. Good night, Arn.” She 


closed the door behind him; he heard the tumblers turn as she 
1elocked it. 
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He walked over to the window, gazing out into the 
courtyard, and stood still. Should he keep looking for the 
invoice? He might not get another chance. If he tried to break 
back in— well, for onc thing, they might be waiting for him. 
Justbecause Kanrimival— Kanri— had let him go didn’tmean 
she wouldn't report a thief was there. The next time, he was 
likely to meet a Tynthrifa without any compunctions about 
executing “small” thieves on the spot. 

And even if he didn’t meet anyone, he'd feel like he was 
violating her trust. Just like he would if he didn’t leave now. 

“You idiot,” he whispered aloud. “Are you going to 
stand by and let your brother get away with this?” 

He watched the moon a moment longer, then closed the 
curtain and walked back toward the reception area. When he 
lefethe building, he considerately locked the front door behind 
him again. Perhaps tomorrow he could come up with a 
different way of getting at the truth. There had to be a less 
dangerous approach, anyway. 
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Themorning dawned far too early for someone who had 
spent half che night crawling around a darkened government 
building. Arn sleepwalked to hisjob, sitting down at the desk 
and mechanically pulling out random papers and refiling 
them. Sometimes he could go for hours without having to do 
any actual work. 

“Howzit going?” 

Arn looked up, startled. Trepil was walking past his 
desk. “Fine,” he replied. 

Trep stopped for a moment, straightening his too-loud 
tie. "You're looking more depressed than usual." 

“Hmm? No, no. Notdepressed. Just tired.” Arn smiled 
thinly. 

His brother grinned, looking for an instant more like a 
shark than a mouse. “Finally find someone new to keep you up, 
huh?” 

‘Arn muzzled sarcastic responses: yes, about six feetin the 
air, in fact, or you might say I got wrapped up in agirl.... “I 
didn’t sleep well last night,” he said. 

The elder mouse— by only a year, but he acted as if it 
made him the tribal wise man to Arn’s naive cub— shook his 
head patronizingly. “You need to find someone else. Mourn- 
ing Ellen isn’t doing you any good.” 

"I'm not mourning her. She's not dead.” 

Trep nodded. "That's the point, guy.” Heslapped Arn's 
desk. “Gotta get back to work. Talk to you later.” 

“Pm waiting with gleeful anticipation,” Am sighed athis 
brother’s retreating form. 

So if he wasn’t going to be able to get the invoices, how 
was he going to prove what was going on? 

He could go back to his first idea— simply go to the 
Ranean Guard. But the instant the government got involved 
it was the end of his job. Trepil would find out who blew the 
whistle and fire him on the spot (assuming he didn’t just kill 
him). If he called in real investigators and turned out to be 
wrong, he would have thrown away his career fornothing. And 


as for getting another job, being labelled as a whistle-blower 
would make it difficult enough. Being labelled as a stupid 
whistle-blower would make it damn near impossible. 

He could wait and see if he could intercept the invoice 
on the next shipment. If he got to it before it was delivered to 
theembassy, then he would know whether the amount shipped 
was the same as whacGratlighc claimed for che embassy tariff 
payment. But that could be dangerous in itself, too. 

As if breaking into embassies wasn't? 

He drummed his fingers on the desk, leaned back in his 
chair and waited for real work to show up. It never did. He 
worked soraight through hisiseven’hours, as usual and left a 
half-hour before most of his fellow clerks. 

osreadiaf walling home ad setting weandwich atthe 
routine deli, he headed across the street to a Melifen grill. Few 
of the cat ‘morphs spared his four-foot-ten frame the barest 
glance, except for two young girls sitting at a table by the door. 
They watched him curiously, and giggled when he looked over 
at them. 

He smiled as he passed the table. The Vraini had the 
reputation as the suave seducers, but the Melifen restaurants 
were the serious singles spots. As flirtatious as the foxes often 
were, there was something crudely charming about a typical 
Melifenapproach. What was the joke? The fox sits next to you, 
buys you a drink and tells you that your clothes look very nice; 
the cat sits on your lap, pushes your drink out of the way and 
tells you that your clothes would look better strewn around a 
bedroom. 

Years ago he came to this grill almost every day. Rilima 
were often thought to be strict vegetarians, but really they just 
couldn't cat much meat. Nevertheless, he had fallen in love 
with the grill's beef sandwiches. He and Ellen used to come 
here together, back when he was falling in love with her, too. 

When the sandwich arrived at the counter, it was just as 
good as he remembered it. At least some loves remained 
constant through the years. 

Well, now what? He drained the last of a raspberry soda 
andturnedback to the door. The girls were still watching him. 
He unconsciously smoothed back the fur over his ears as he 
oodun and yaik toward hem. 

As he reached the table, intending to pass by and simply 
smile, the closest girl rose with perfect iming. Am walked 
straight into her, his muzzle bumping the soft, fluffy fur 
between her breasts. “Oh!” she said, sounding convincingly 
surprised as she puta handon the back of his neck. “Pm sorry!” 

Arn started to say, “That’s all right,” but her hand held 
him in place, pushing his nose roughly down into her shirt 
before she backed away. His eyes widened as he looked up at 
her, thesides of hismuzzle still tingling from the warmth of her 
breasts against them. 

“Oops,” she said softly, her hand still on his shoulder. 
She was a short-haired cat, light brown fur with chocolate 
fringes on her nose, ears, and hands, wearing a tight yellow 
sleeveless top and even tighter short pants. He glanced over at 
her friend, a similarly dressed ocelot. Arn tried to sigh sternly 
butended up giggling himself. 
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She took the laugh as a sign of encouragement. Before 
Arn was aware of what was happening, the tawny girl had taken 
her seat again, this time next to her friend— and he was neatly 
sandwiched between them. “Letme buy you adrink and make 
it up to you,” she was saying. Her friend was smiling. 

"That's okay, really—” 

“What's your name?" the ocelot said. 

"Arn." 

“I'm Lona.” She leaned back in her seat, putting her arm 
across the seat back. As she stretched, Arn was pressed against 
her side, the top of his head about level with her chin. 

“Tm San,” the first one said, turningtowardhim slightly 
and leaning in the same way as her friend. “Ihope you don’t 
mind being abducted for a few minutes.” 

“Jrs difficult to be angry at two pretty girls flirting with 
you, no matter how... aggressive they might be about it.” 

“Hmmm,” San said, smiling and licking her lips. 

“Uh-oh.” 

Both San and Lona laughed at that; then, as if they were 
communicating by telepathy, they each put a hand on one of 
his knees. “If you don’t mind,” Lona said. 

"No." Itwas a half-truth; he hadn't had attention like 
this since... well, since Ellen and he had stopped making love, 
overa year ago. The sudden onslaught made him uncomfort- 
able. There waslitele doubt that if he let them, they would see 
how much fun two cats could have with a willing mouse. 

But even before the divorce, he hadn't been much on 
one-night stands. His conscience had extolled its price several 
times over for the few he had. 

“You seem distracted, Arn,” San said after a moment. 

“And not by the right things,” Lona said from behind 
him, running a finger up his side. 

“Iam. I’m sorry," he said, sighing. They both pouted 
appropriately. He looked at both of them in turn. “If you 
thought your employer was doing something very illegal, but 
if you called the government and you were wrong you'd be 
fired, what would you do?” 

“If chey keep doing it, would it hurt my job?” Lona said. 

“No.” 

She shrugged. “Well, then.” 

“Hmm.” He took a drink and stared at the table. “I 
suppose I'd like to get my brother in trouble. He runs the 
company. Isn’t that awful?” 

“Depends on what he’s done to you,” Lona giggled. 

“That's a long story. No, it isn’t. We just never got 
along.” 

“He was always your parents’ favorite,” San said. He 
watched her as she spoke; her gaze was sharp and uncomfort- 
ably knowing. “Everything you tried to do, he did better, even 
if it meant cheating and lying. He got farther in the real world 
than you did, too. And he stole your girlfriend.” 

He laughed, shaking his head. “Except for the last part, 
you pretty much got it.” 

“No girlfriend to steal?” Lona asked. Both she and San 
smiled deviously. 


“No, a wife. But he didn’t steal her.” He took another, 
longer drink, then stared at his glass contemplatively. “We 
wrecked the marriage without outside help.” 

“I'm sorry,” San said. Her voice was sincere. 

The conversation moved on to other things, to whatthey 
did (students), what they liked (music, and for tonight cute, 
older Rilima males). They moved closer as he became more 
relaxed. Finally he was almost in Lona's lap, one of her legs in 
the booth wrapped around him. San’s own left leg was hooked 
under his. 

Arn looked down, less offended than bemused, and tried 
to remember the other time he had been hit on this seriously 
bya Melifen. Lona and San were probably in the same state she 
had been, called ve’erra; it wasn't accurate to say “heat,” but it 
was the vestigial remainsof the cycle, when— in bar parlance— 
their erogenous zones expanded to start three feet away from 
their bodies. 

He smiled sheepishly and moved San’s hand. “As pretty. 
as you both are, I’m notsure that... following where this seems 
to be leading is a good idea.” 

Lonaputherarmsaroundhim, squeezing gently. “Surely 
you're not going to tell us that you're still pining for your wife?” 

“Maybe Lam. Pm sorry.” 

San pouted, the tip of her tongue barely sticking out 
between her lips. Then she brightened. “Can we at least give 
you a kiss, then?" 

He shook his head, chuckling. He knew the “rules” of 
this game: she was asking for one more chance to change his 
mind. So many Melifen hated their sex-crazed stereotype, yet 
so many of them avidly pursued it... 

“Sure,” he found himself saying. 

Lona pulled him entirely into her lap before the word 
was fully outof his mouth, San moving forward to press herself 
completely against him, her tail between her legs and curling 
across his side. Their lips pressed against his neck, San on his 
left, Lona on hisright, and he felt the light pricks of their teeth 
through his fur. 

“Wait—” he started to protest, but was cut off by the 
ocelot, moving her tongue up his cheek into his mouth. The 
conflicting impulses to either pull back or return her boldness 
himself ended up leaving him foolishly paralyzed. As Lona 
finished her “kiss,” San continued hers in his mouth, their two 
tongues brushing his teeth together briefly as they switched off. 

Arn managed to holdon through almost two minutes of 
this before they propped him up between them again, their 
clothing magically restored to decent, if slightly rumpled, 
positions. 

“Ido hope you'll return that kissin like kind sometime,” 
Lona said. 

"That is, if you're still sure you don't want to spend a 
little time with us now,” San added. 

“J...” Arn gulped, trying to catch his breath. “I just 
can’t. As much as part of me really wants to.” 
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San sighed, then ran a finger along his neck. “I'sashame 
wedidn’tmeetin the park. Wecan bealittle more... aggressive 
there.” 

He laughed. “I’m not sure I see how.” 

Lona leaned her mouth against his ear and told him. 

“Oh.” Hewas gripping the side of the table hardenough 
to make his knuckles hurt. 

“We'll be in the park later,” Lona said, smiling. 

Arn nodded, smiled and rose from the table, San making 
sure he brushed as much of her body as possible as he passed. 
Before he said good-bye, he leaned on the table and stared at 
both of them. “Would you tell me something personal?” 

“Of course,” they said as one. 

"Are you in ve'erra now?" 

They looked at each other, half-smiles on their faces; 
then San regarded him in amusement. “No,” she replied. “IF 
we were, we wouldn’t have been as subtle.” 

He nodded weakly, waved, and walked out of the 
restaurant as quickly as he could without appearing to be in a 
hurry. Astrong, cool breeze was blowing through the nightair. 
What he really needed was a cold shower, but it'd have to do. 

It felt a lot later than it actually was; the sun was 
beginning to set, but there was at least another half-hour of 
light. With no clear purpose in mind, Arn walked in the 
opposite direction of his flat, heading toward the Tynthrifa 
embassy complex. 

The building was only a ten-minute hike. It was closed 
to visitors this late; Arn saton a bench nextto the wrought iron 
fence that separated the sidewalk from the large, fountained 
courtyard he had looked at from a different angle last night. 

No one was in the courtyard, Tynthrifa or otherwise. 
Perhaps they were afraid that people on the street would think 
they were demons. 

Precisely at this particular moment, Arn realized he 
wanted to see Kanri again. 

He suddenly burst out laughing, “Two oversexed coeds 
wanted to simultancously rape you in the park, and you’ve got 
your mind stuck on a lamia. Arnthor, where are your priori- 
ties?” 

Buche stood up and rested his arms on the fence, looking 
in toward the window. The curtains were drawn back now; in 
the fading sunlight there was no glare on the glass, and he could 
make the closed door of her room. 

If she knew he had just thought of her as a lamia, she 
would have been very hurt. Heapologizedsilendy, then chided 
himself. 

The walk back to his home took him past the park. He 
looked across its fields as he walked past; a few people could be 
seen, enjoying the sunset, perhapsenjoying each other. There 
was no sign of San and Lona. 
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Morningcame late for Arn; he could afford to sleep in on. 
his days off, and cook advantage of the opportunity for as long 
as possible. 


After he had made coffee, had a cup and gotten dressed 
(in that order), he walked out into the sunshine to decide what 
he would do with his day. 

He had awakened with the conviction the only thing to 
do about the invoices was to wait for thenext shipment to come 
in. His failure to recover the client shipping receipt in the 
embassy had been the end of his brief espionage career. There 
were many things he would rather be than aclerk; aspy, he now 
knew, was not one of them. 

How had he spenthis last weekend? Since Ellen hadleft, 
they'd all been the same— and he couldn’t remember a single 
one. There had been a lot of sleeping. A lot of reading. A lot 
of attending free park concerts and plays. 

None of it stood out. 

He ambled down to the park, knowing it was part of the 
usual routine but feeling powerless to change direction. The 
sign by the main entrance said tonight’s performance in the 
glen was a concert set by Briarrose. They had been one of his 
favorite groups, a trio of humans with wonderful voices, two 
with guitars and another who changed instruments as often as 
a fashion plate changed hats. It was common for him to play 
two keyboards and a pedal-operated percussion... thing at the 
same time, occasionally switching to a real drum kit, handbells, 
athird guitar, a violin and who knows what else. One time in 
the middle of a serious, almost dirge-like ballad he had pulled 
outajaw harp and started a solo— apparently to the complete 
surprise of the other band members, who broke out in hysteri- 
cal laughter. 

He walked on inside, following the gravel path to the 
pond and coming to rest on an oak bench overlooking the 
water. He sat, watchingtheducks and thinking ofnothing, for 
avery long time. Then he realized someone was sitting next to 
him. 

‘Arn turned with a start, San sat nearby, dressed in an 
almost conservative top; her pants were full-length jeans, but 
they were so tight she looked like she’d have to be peeled out 
of them. “Hello, Arn,” she said, smiling. 

“Hello.” He smiled back. 

“We missed you last night.” 

He sighed. “Are you normally as forward as that?” 

“Only with certain people.” 

“Why me?” 

San laughed softly. “Because you're quite handsome. 
Who's on your mind?” 

“Hmmm?” 

She tapped his knee gently. “Lona and I don't set our 
minds on threesomes with strangers very often. But when we 
have in the past— forgive me the egotism, Arn. It hasn't 
mattered what the species was, nor how shy the man might 
have been. We got what we wanted.” 

“So you figure I must be involved with someone else, or 
Icouldn’t possibly have resisted you.” 

She smiled. 

“Pm not,” he said. “Maybe I just can't deal with one- 
night stands anymore.” 
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“We were planning to keep you for the entire weekend.” 

He cleared his throat. “For my own sanity— please tell 
me you're in ve'erra now.” 

San laughed. “I admit it. We are. Is that what's 
bothering you?" 

"I don't know." He scratched his head. “No. I’ve 
known too many Melifen to believe accepting your offer would 
be taking unfair advantage of you." 

"Ishould hope not,” she said in mockoffense. "We want 
to take advantage of you, not the reverse. So who is she?" 

“What?” 

“The girl you're not involved with, Arn.” 

“No, honestly. I'm not involved with someone else. 1 
hardly know any females now. And there’s no one I’m... 
attracted to." 

"Your cyes tell me you're not sure about that.” 

"Uh—" He looked over at her. "You're very percep- 
tive." 

“I know," she said, folding her arms and smiling. “I can 
tell alot about someone from watching them. Unfortunately, 
the things that attract me to you— and it's a very strong 
attraction— are being focused somewhere else.” 

“The only girl I've met in che last... year is Kanri.” 

“Well, then.” 

“You don’t understand. She’s a Tynthrifa.” 

“But you find her quite attractive, don’t you?” 

"No. I mean, in away." He sighed. “That doesn't make 
much sense, does it?” 

“You've only seen her a few times— perhaps only 
once— and you became friends first. She has no idea that 
you're attracted to her. You wonder if the idea would repel her, 
or if the idea should repel you.” 

Arn stared at her. “How do you do that?” 

She shrugged liquidly and licked her lips. “A Tynthrifa. 
admit, it does sound... interesting." 

His eyes widened, and he felt himself redden under his 
fur. 

“Oh, stopit! You're no more prudish than lam. You're 
simply far too reasonable for your own good. Tell me: when 
your wife first got you into bed, was it at the end ofa courtship 
or did she just pounce and fuck?” 

Arn spluttered, staring at her. “That's... that’s. 
sighed, closing his eyes. “The latter.” 
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“Mmm-hmmm. Perhaps you have bad memories asso- 
ciated with that style of romancing. If we had known, we 
wouldn’thave been so rough onyou. Butyou are one cute little 
mouse.” She moved forward and kissed him on the lips, quite 
chastely this time. 

As she stood up, she caressed his chin, bringing it up to 
look at her. “And, Arn?” 

“Yes?” 


“We live in Apartment 17 at Plaza Square, just on the 
other side of the park. If things don’t work out between you 
and your snake-girl, please come and see us.” Then she looked 
thoughtful. “Or if she’s interested in a foursome...” 

“The strain would kill me.” 

“But imagine your epitaph, dear.” With a swish ofher 
tail, San was gone. 

Arn satin quiet bemusement after she had left, not sure 
what to make of his odd new feline “friend” and her damnable 
insight, It was a good thing Melifen usually didn't care for 
mundane concerns such as business and politics; if they pur- 
sued them in the same way they chased their own fantasies, 
they'd be running halfofRanea. San would be more dangerous 
if she was less of a nymphomaniac. 

But she was almost certainly smarter than he was. And 
forall the giggly vapidness Lona projected, he couldn'timagine 
San would tolerate being that close to someone who wasn’t 
equally shrewd. 

He stood up and walked slowly back to the park en- 
trance, taking the long way around the pond. 

On the other side he passed by a rosebush, with a small 
sign next to itreading: PLEASE DON’T PICK THE ROSES. 
The bush was absolutely full of bright, beautiful white flowers. 

Arn looked around guiltily, then reached down and very 
quickly pulled out a single rose. A thorn went into his finger 
ashe yanked itout. He sucked on the wound as he headed back 
down the path to the street. 

Before he knew it, he was standing by the fence in front 
of the embassy’s courtyard. It was still empty; the three foun- 
tains, the myriad of precisely aligned flowers, and the several 
little “glades” of trees throughout its huge expanse were not 
being enjoyed by any Tynthrifa. Unless one or two of them 
were hidden in the glades; the ones in the corners were thick 
enough to hide people, even ones their size, from street view. 

He leaned against the fence and stared at the rose, then 
atthe window. Then he sat down on the iron bench, his side 
against its back, and kept watching the courtyard. 

The minutes paraded mockingly by. Arn’s mind began 
to drift, images of Ellen interspersed with glimpses of the few 
women he had known before, flashes of family life, his job with 
Starlight Cargo. 

“You never really liked me,” Ellen was saying. He didn’t 
think she had ever said that, not really. She was more the 
type— had become the type— who would just call him a 
hateful bastard. 

“If you had—" he started to reply, but caught himself. 
Arguments with the real Ellen hadn’t convinced her. Argu- 
ments with memories weren’t likely to do much better. 

"You don’t understand arall,” the image said. He closed 
his eyes. 

He didn't know how long he stayed that way, feeling 
sun-warmth slowly wash over his fur. Occasionally images 
came back, demanding more attention; he ignored them, 
shifting on the bench restlessly. 
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“Arn?” Ellen said. He sighed and held his head in his 
hands. 

“Arnthor Jenkins?" she said after a moment, soundinga 
bit doubeful. 

‘Am blinked, looking around wich a start. " Hello?" he 
said, before he had quite identified che speaker as Kanri. 

“Behind you,” she said, a hint of amusement under it. 
He stood up and turned around. 

She stood— or whatever— behind the fence, her upper 
arms holding the iron bars. “Hello,” he repeated. 

Her clothes consisted of a short, light brown skirtanda 
matching halter, fitting between her two sets of arms. If one 
could get over the snake body coming out of the skirt instead 
of legs— which took some work— she was even prettier than 
he had remembered her to be. 

She smiled, but looked disturbed. “What are you doing 
here?” 

“Juse walking.” He pursed his lips. "You don'tseem very 
happy to see me. Although I suppose I shouldn't expect you 
to.” He rubbed his nose, suddenly feeling self-conscious. 

“What? Oh, no. That's not it. I’m just....” She shook 
her head. “Idon’t know. Ihave other things on my mind. But 
they've nothing to do with you.” 

“Looks like anice courtyard,” he said, clearing his throat. 

She looked around, her expression brightening. “Yes, it 
is. Ispenda lot of time out here.” 

He nodded. “You should come out to the park.” 

“What? Oh.” Her eyes widened. "No." 

“Why not?” 

“I told you, we're not very comfortable outside.” 

“But if more people saw that you weren't all that 
demonic, they might get over those stories. And maybe you'd 
get over thinking of the rest of us as ‘small people.” 

She laughed, but then shook her head. “Your world 
really isn’t built for someone like me, From the waist up, we 
might be the same size, but I havea lot of tail. In most of your 
buildings, it just gets in the way.” 

"Butitwouldn'tin the park.” He raised his hand to fend 
off her objection. "Ies just a thought.” 

After a moment, she nodded shyly. “Maybe you're 
right" 

He fidgeted, fumbling for something to say, then re- 
membered the rose. Surely part of him had hoped he'd be able 
to give it coher. Arn extended his hand, holding it out through 
the fence. “Do you like flowers?” 

“Oh!” She looked down at it, breaking into a genuine 
smile that made the rose seem wilted by comparison. “It’s 
beautifull” 

Hecouldn'thelp butreturn a grin; she looked at the rose, 
then up at him uncertainly, and took it gently in one hand. 
“Thank you.” 

“You're welcome.” Running his hand through his hair, 
he stared atthe ground, then forced his eyes back up to her face. 
“This might seem like a really odd question.” 

Kanri lowered the rose and waited expectantly. 


“Could I see you again?” 

“What...” She furrowed her brow. “Are you asking me 
for a date?" 

He cleared his throat. "Well. In a way. I suppose so." 

She shook her head, folding one set of arms across her 
chest, looking nervous rather than angry. “I... don’t think so. 
Imcan...." 

“I mean just talking with you, having a coffee. If you 
drinkcoffee.” Arn started to feel incredibly foolish, asif asking 
agirl out for the first time. “Are you seeing someone?” 

“No, no," she said, waving away the question. “That's 
not... well, I don't..." She bit her lower lip, her small fangs 
looking more kittenish than threatening. 7 

“So is that a yes?” 

She looked backup at him, mouth open, then laughed. 
“I don'tknow, Arn. Could... could you come back at sunset? 
I don't really know if Pll even be able to go out if I want to, 
but—" 

"Do they keep you under armed guard?" 

“I wasn't talking about something like that. But... oh, 
never mind." 

“Will you be here if I come back?” 

“Til try. If I’m not, then...” 

“Then Pll come back tomorrow." 

"You're being very persistent.” 

He smiled, a little sadly. “I’m not trying to be a bother. 
T'd just like... to be your friend. That's damn odd for someone 
who broke into your room and stepped on you when you were 
asleep, I imagine.” 

“I wouldn't know," she said, smiling again. “You're the 
only person Pve ever had do that to me. Maybe it's quite 
common among misguided burglars.” 

“So I should come back at sunset?” 

“Yes.” She nodded. “If nothing else, I'll be able to talk 
more then.” 

“Allright.” He bowed to her; she moved off toward the 
embassy with her rose, giggling softly once. 

‘Arn walked back home, feeling unusually happy and 
slightly stupid. 
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He had spent the first fifteen minutes or so after he 
returned home pacing around the house, finally taking a book 
offashelf at random and settling into a chair. It was a novel he 
had read before. All the books he owned he had read before, 
usually more than once. This particular one wasn’teven avery 
good novel. Arn tossed it onto the floor, stood up, and paced 
for another fifteen minutes. 

Aglance overat the timepiece placed the hour dot at two- 
thirds between four-chime and five-chime. Only two hours 
after midday, and sunset wouldn’t be until a half-hour or so 
after six-chime. “Dammit,” Arn said loudly. 
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On most weekends, he had solved the problem of restless 
boredom by taking a nap, but he didn’t dare risk sleeping past 
sunset today. After amoment of deliberation, he left the house 
again, slamming the door behind him. 

All right. A date. Or was i? What should he bring? 
Well, what had he brought when he had met Ellen? 

Ah, but that was completely different, wasn’t i? They 
had metat a party, long ago (it seemed like decades, but it was 
only eight years). They hadlefethe party together... and stayed 
together ever since. Until a year ago. 

He hadn’t been nervous then. What was the difference 
now? 

OF course, that was easy to answer. He hadn’t even 
thought about the “dating world” for along time. Rilima were 
as close to “monogamous by nature” as any known sapients 
were; if their marriages ended for reasons other than death, it 
was rarely due to jealousy. On the other hand, this was why 
Rilima rarely became lifemates with members of other races. 
The claim the mice made to be free from jealousy only held if 
both partners simply never thought of “cheating” on the other. 

He realized he was automatically heading toward the 
book shop, and deliberately continued on past the store’s 
entrance. The next store was a music shop. Arn wandered 
inside. 

This store was as general as such a store in Raneadhros 
could be. People in the city-state were, almost of necessity, 
extremely adaptable to different cultures? musical tastes; most 
musicians had come to work in the tonal scales defined by 
cither the humans or the Vraini, though, synthesizing their 
own cultures’ aesthetics with the structures of those forms. 

Beyond the sheet music was a selection of prerecorded 
music, in a bewildering variety of formats. As far as Arn knew, 
all of the recording methods came from outside of Ranea. 
Players were usually purchased through odd grey-market ar- 
rangements, with the off-world manufacturers having no idea 
where their products were destined for— probably with no 
idea that there could even be such a place as Ranea. 

Arn had owned a player once, modified — as were all of 
them— to take their power from expensive lightning crystals. 
His player used unwieldy little boxes with “magnetic tape” in 
them, whatever that was. The player cost five hundred vars, 
which he was told was almost five times what it was worth on 
the world it was built on; each music box for it cost around 
thirty vars, and there were almost no Ranean acts recording 
their music on them. He had been told there were only three 
or four places in Ranca where the equipment to record music 
on any format was available. 

Most of the recorded music in this store was on even 
smaller little boxes. It was a new format that reached Ranca 
about a year after Arn bought his player, still using magnetic 
tape but recording in a completely different way. He had read 
it was more popular in Ranea than it was on the world it had 
been invented on. These ones were produced in Ranca, selling 
them for thirteen hundred vars per unit, using magical equiva- 
lents to the irreproducible “electronic” components in the 


original. Evidently production cost was just over a hundred 
vars— the price was so high to recoup what they paid the 
wizards who did the original thaumaturgy. 

It must be paying off; all of che music available on the 
units’ home world was available in Ranea, for about thirty vars 
per box, and most Ranean music only cost fifteen vars. And 
since the new players used magic technology, the only things 
to break were the few mechanical pieces that actually con- 
trolled loading, unloading and turning the tape inside the 
boxes. 

Would Kanri like such music? He had no idea how the 
Tynthrifa scale sounded. 

But there was the concert in the park tonight, wasn't. 
there? 

Of course, she hadn't agreed to actually go to the park. 
She hadn'teven agreed to leave the embassy at all. Making any 
plans at all might be a bit premature. 

Arn wandered back to the sheet music and poked 
listlessly through the books for a few minutes, then walked out 
of the shop and to the park, sitting beside the rose bush he had 
pillaged and waiting for sunset. 
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She was at the fence when he arrived, even though he 
made sure to get there a good twenty minutes ahead of sunset. 
Kanri had exchanged her earlier clothes fora more formal dress. 
The skirt was slightly longer, a little frillier, perhaps. Her top, 
on the other hand, was... he wasn’t sure how to describe it. It 
wrapped tightly around her midriff and rose almost as a vest, 
tapering into two thin straps that crossed her shoulders. The 
gap in the front reached down almost to the midpoint between 
her breasts, but the cut of the dress was otherwise demure 
enough that it required a second glance to appreciate how 
much it showed off. 

Her gaze was unfixed, staring out at the street, and her 
expression was one of anger. "Ihopeyou'renotupset with me,” 
he said as he walked up. “I haven't done anything yet." 

Kanri jumped, a quiver that went down her entire 
length, as she turned to face him. “Oh!” 

“Are you all right?” 

"Yes." She folded her lower set of arms. “I suppose so.” 
Her features relaxed into a small, tired-looking smile. 

“Do you want to talk about it?" 

Kanri shook her head hurriedly. “Here, come around 
inside.” 

‘Arn looked up and down the street, then grinned. 
“Okay.” He leaped onto the fence, ignoring her squeak of 
surprise, and climbed up it, vaulting down to land beside her 
on the other side. 

“Showoff” 

"You're in no position to complain about showing off, 
my lady.” 

She smiled and extended one hand to him, leading him 
toward the embassy building. 
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Her hand felt a lot like a human’s, except that it was 
completely furless. Up this close, he saw that her skin did have 
afaint suggestion ofscales, at least in some places. Herstomach 
didn't— except for the not- quite metallic golden color, it 
could have passed for human. Albeit a human in very good 
physical shape. 

“I didn't really expect you to come back,” Kanri said as 
they walked (or slid) inside, moving under a high, ornately 
styled archway into a partially open hall. 

“You didn’t?” Arn frowned across at her. “Why not?” 

“I...” Her voice trailed off and she shook her head. 

She led him into the main foyer, pasta surprised-looking 
Tynthrifa receptionist. Arn waved cordially at her; she glanced 
down hurriedly and started shuffling papers with all four arms. 

“You thought I was going to stand you up?” Arn per- 
sisted, 

Kanri sighed, dropping her hand away from his. “I 
didn’t know whether or not you were being serious.” 

“But you dressed for the occasion.” 

She smiled alitde. “This dress caused a fight tonight.” 

“Whar?” 

“With Vatimre’ibal.” 

“Va...” Arn shook his head. He wasn’t about to tackle 
that name. “Who's that?” 

“Someone who doesn’t want me going out in this dress.” 

"Or being seen with a non-Tynthrifa?” 

“Being seen with someone who isn't him.” She brushed 
the hair away from her face. “Could we change the subject?” 

“Whatever you'd like.” They moved back out of the 
building into the street, the temperature dropping as the 
Ranean autumn wind brushed them. “I thought we could go 
to the park. There's going to be—" 

Kanrilookedover athim doubtfully. “I thought this was 
just for coffee.” 

“We can have coffee in the park.” 

“Le 

“Oh, come on,” Arn said, exasperated. “You can’t be 
that afraid of going out in public.” 

“Well—” She looked around. Some of the passersby 
were staring at her, a few with hostile expressions. Most of 
them didn’t spare her more than a curious glance. 

“How long have you lived here?” 

“In Ranca?" 

“Yes.” 

“Four years.” 

“And how often have you been outside the compound? 
Once a week?” 

She nodded. “If that.” 

“And have you ever been to the park?” 

“No.” 

“That sounds like it would make a pretty boring social 
life, doesn’t it?” 

“Oh, for...” Kanri laughed. “Yes, I suppose it does.” 


“And if you're here with the embassy, there must be 
something you like about Ranea.” 

“Yes,” she admitted. “Raneadhros is a very pretty city. 
And there are some beautiful stories I’ve read and heard from 
here. I grew up with your legends as much as my own. And 
there are foods, and candies, and—” 

“Then haven't you wanted to go out and see any of it?” 

“Ihave.” Hervoice clearly showed her discomfort. “But 
not on my own.” 

“Well, you're not on your own. You're with me.” He 
took a step forward, turn back toward her and offered his arm. 
Aftera moment, shelaughed softly, linking her upper arm with 
his, and moved with him toward the park. 

Am had never been consciously aware of a companion’ 
gait, buewhen the faint rhythm of their feet— something one 
could always feel if not hear— wasn’t there, the absence was 
striking. Kanri’s movement was slow and even, pulling almost 
imperceptibly from side to side. He sensed it was an effort for 
her to slow down to his normal ambling speed, so he increased 
his own gait to a brisk walk. 

“You don't have to move faster for me,” she said, looking 
not at him but across the street at the shops they passed. “I’m 
seeing a lot more of the street than I usually do when I come 
out. Ourstreetsaren’t as... packedas this. There's a lot tolook 
at. 

“As you wish, my lady.” 

At that, she did look over, smiling curiously. “Why do 
you call me that?” 

“Um.” He furrowed his brow. 
appropriate.” 

“You think of me as royalty?” 

“Aristocratic, perhaps." 

"I hope you don't mean ‘snobbish.” 

“I don't.” They came to the park's entrance. “The 
concert should be starting very soon.” 

“Concert?” She glanced overat the sign. “Briarrose? I've 
heard of them!” Her voice rose with excitement. “Vatim has 
one of their song recordings.” 

“I didn’t know they were making any.” The sound of 
Kanri’s body/tail sliding over the path’s gravel echoed asa faint, 
sandy rustle. Arn glanced back along her coppery length. 
People on the path stared at che tail. She was right; it did take 
up alot of space. “Uh, do you like chem?” 

“Oh, yes!” Her smile was brighter than the setting sun. 
Arn grinned and led on. 

The path dead-ended in the small hollow that served as 
the amphitheater, a wooden stage constructed at its far end. A 
drink stand— with coffee— was nearby. Arn steered her 
toward it and paid for two cups. The fox who served them tried 
very hard to look as if he wasn't staring at Kanri as intently as 
he was. 

“See, that's what I mean,” she said as they moved into the 
crowd gathering on the grass. “He was scared of me.” 


“It somehow seems 
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“No, he was interested in you. You're unusual. But I 
assure you, there are far scarier creatures than you running 
around the streets of Raneadhros. It’s part of city life.” 

“Not in our cities.” 

“Your cities probably don’t have dimensional gates 
opening and closing faster than an entire school of wizards can 
keep track ofthem. Quite honestly, you're probably not nearly 
as odd in Raneadhros as I would be in your home world.” 

Kanri had stopped moving, but her tail kept going, 
curling into a wide double loop. She sat down in the middle 
oft, resting on her buttocks. Someone sitting two yards away 
would be unable to see where her hips merged into the snake 
body, and she would appear to be a human— well, something 
close— trapped in a giant snake's coils. 

The crowd was composed of equal parts of humans, 
Vraini and Melifen, with other ‘morphs, and a few of 
Raneadhros' transient oddities, scattered throughout. Most 
werein couples; some were staring at Kanri, but their curiosity 
was only momentary. The Tynthrifa, who had been staring 
straight at the stage, sitting bole upright, slowly relaxed as it 
became obvious no one was going to pointat her and run away 
screaming. 

Shortly, the lights on the stage came on. Kanri sucked 
in her breath, hopping up to sit on her own coils, and waited 
with unabashed, childlike excitement on her face. 

A solitary human walked out on stage, dressed in an 
immaculate uniform, his neck looped with several gold chains. 
His hair wasan unruly, wild mess, sticking up from his head in 
all directions, and his eyes were large and wild. He looked out 
across the quieting audience with an expression of intense 
sobriety. After his unsmiling around gaze had swept all of them 
several times, he reached into his jacket and withdrew, with a 
great deal of pomp: 

Ashiny, gold-plated kazoo. 

He raised his eyebrows and stared at it, as if it wasn’t 
quite what he expected. Then he proceeded to play the 
Raneadhros anthem on it. 

Half of the crowd stood at attention; he waved with one 
hand as he played, urging the rest to their feet. When he was 
two-thirds of the way through the song, with most of the 
audience standing, the other two members of the group, 
dressed identically to their partner, ran out on stage. As they 
began to sing the anthem, the tune switched into an old, 
slightly ribald drinking song, picking it up in the middle of a 
line halfway through the chorus. The singers continued with 
the anthem for a few bars, then looked at the kazoo player with 
baffled expressions, and started with the words to thedrinking 
song. As soon as they had a rhythm going, the kazooist 
switched back to the anthem, finishing its last four bars and 
returning the kazoo to his jacket as the two singers began the 
drinking song's chorus. 

By the time che singers had finished, the first had 
removed his jacket, revealing a light blue tunic with the phrase 
KAZOO PLAYERS BLOW HARDERemblazoned across the 
chest, and had walked to the back of the stage to retrieve two 


guitars. He handed his partners an instrument apiece. Before 
the applause for their opening number had faded, they had 
launched into an original folk song. 

As the music continued Arn settled back, sipping his 
coffee, and watched Kanri. It wasn’t difficult to see it was her 
first concert . The difference between seeing a show alone and 
seeing it with someone hadn't struck him this much since... 
since the first time he saw a concert alone after the divorce. 

After the third song, he rested his hand on Kanri's coils. 
The intimacy of the gesture— or even that it was a gesture at 
all— didn’t occur to him until she looked down at him, her 
smile replaced by a surprised not-quite frown. 

“Pm sorry,” he said, removing his hand and growing 
flustered. “I didn't— I mean, I wasn’t—” 

“Its all right." Her expression relaxed back into a smile. 

“I I didn't really think about how that would feel. Pm 
sorry." 

“We're more sensitive along our tails than a lot of you 
p... you might think.” She colored slightly. “Bucit’s all right. 
I just wasn’t expecting it." 

After a moment, Arn returned his arm to its rest on her 
scales, They were as warm as amammal’s skin, and almost as 
soft— and much smoother. He doubted the Tynthrifa were 
reptilian at all. 

The next song started, and they finished watching the 


concert with Arn resting his arm across Kanri. 
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"It was wonderful,” Kanri said as they moved slowly 
along the path back toward the park’s entrance, still looking as 
if she would be bouncing with joy had she been a biped. 

“Tm glad you liked it.” 

“Do you come to concerts a lor?” 

“Sometimes. Probably more than I remember.” 

She raised an eyebrow. “Are you that jaded?” 

“No,” he laughed. Then he shook his head, suddenly 
saddened. “I really haven't been keeping track of my days very 
well.” 

“Why not?” 

Am sighed. “It has to do with a failed marriage and a 
rather unpleasant divorce. Notthat there are any truly pleasant 
divorces, I suppose.” 

“I didn’t know you were married,” Kanri said. Then she 
smiled, just halfway. “But I don’t know a lot about you.” 

"Well. There's not that much to know.” 

“I doubt that.” 

“Well,” he repeated. “Isuspect I'm a fewyears olderthan 
you. I married in college and got divorced a year ago. I think. 
You already know I’m a shipping clerk, and on one night and 
one night only, an unsuccessful burglar.” 

“Whatever happened with that?” 

“With what?” 

“The invoices you were looking for.” 
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“Oh.” He thrust his hands in his pockets and looked 
down at the pavement. “Nothing. Without the ones at your 
embassy, I really can't do anything.” He snorted. “Even with 
them] mightnotbe ableto. I wonder if I’m missing something 
on my end. Maybe there's nothing going on with yourembassy 
atall.” 

“I don't think there would be,” she replied, a note of 
pride edging into her voice. 

Arn laughed without malice. “If the Tynthrifa are 
completely above temptation, my lady, then they truly are 
better than most Raneans— most mortals— will ever be.” 

Kanri bit her lip, but said nothing. They moved on 
down the night street in silence. 

“Is V..." Arn struggled to remember the name, or 
Kanri's abbreviated version. “Is Vatim close to you?" 

"He'd kill youif he heard take che familiarity of shorten- 
ing his name." 

"He'd kill me if he heard me mangling his full name." 

She laughed. “Close to me? I don't... We were seeing 
each other once. I think he's only interested in me because 
there are just two other young females in the compound, and 
he considers me the prettiest.” 

“Tm sure you are.” 

“I suspect I’m the only one of the three who could 
tolerate him.” 

“Could?” 

Kanri nodded. “He's very possessive of his... romantic 
interests.” 

“Then his other lovers have dumped him, too.” 

“I didn't say "lovers," Kanri said, a bit sharply. “We 
never made love. And in the other sense of the word, I doubt. 
Vatim has ever been in love with someone.” She sighed, and 
for an instant her expression became distant. She opened her 
mouth, as if to say something more, then closed it again and 
shook her head. 

“Tm sorry,” Arn said after a moment. 

“For what?” 

“Uh...” He blinked. It had justseemed the appropriate 
thing to say; he hadn’t expected to be questioned about it. “For 
bringing up a sensitive subject. Ifit was. And for making you 
unhappy. If did." 

She smiled and took his hand in two of her own. “You 
didn’t. This has been onc of the nicest evenings I’ve had in... 
in a while.” 

They had left the park by now; the streets were more 
crowded than they had been in early evening, and the passersby 
were less discreet with the stares they directed toward Kanri— 
although, as before, very few were fearful. “Then I take it the 
evening is over.” 

“What else did you have in mind?” she inquired, raising 
her eyebrows (and raising her height just enough so Arn was no 
longer at eye level with her). 

“Whatever you'd like, my lady,” he replied, keeping his 
tone solemnly serious. 
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“I think I’m too tired to do anything more than go 
home.” 

Arn nodded, and led her back to the embassy. 

After they said goodnight and Kanri had started to head 
for the main door, her great tail sweeping out behind her, she 
half-turned, looking over her shoulder at the mouse. “So, was 
this a date?” 

“Yes, I suppose so.” 

“Oh.” She nodded once, looking thoughtful, then 
moved forward and put her top two hands on his shoulder. 
“Well, then.” She leanedcloser and kissed him, very lightly, on 
the cheek. 

When she pulled back, she was smiling shyly. Arn gently 
returned her kiss. He had kissed a human once, many years ago; 
Kanri's skin felt just as warm but even smoother, with a 
pleasant, not-quite-sweet taste. 

They stared into each other's eyes for just about two 
seconds before Kanri dropped hers, giggling a little. 

“Will I see you again soon?” he asked. 

“Maybe tomorrow. It might be a very busy day.” 

“On a weekend?” 

"Your weekend, perhaps. It’s the end of this record 
period for us. There's a terrifying amount of paperwork to be 
completed; after tomorrow, l'll certainly be tied up for a day or 
two.” 

“Don’t talk to me about paperwork,” he laughed. “All 
right. But I will be back tomorrow." 

“I expect that,” she said seriously. Then she turned and 
passed through the embassy doors. 

Arn watched her tail pass through— the doors evidently 
knew not to close before the way was clear— then letouta long 
breath, shaking his head once, and walked back home. 


e > ea 


It was after the normal dinner hour but before the time 
the late-night crowd showed up, so the grill was mostly 
deserted. Convincing Kanti to actually come inside a “small 
people” building was more difficult than Arn had expected. 
She had been right— it was difficult for her; he hadn’t realized 
how... widely spaced everything was in the Tynthrifa com- 
pound until he watched her trying to maneuver her tail down 
the aisles without tripping passing waiters. When she sat down, 
she wrapped her tail around the legs of the chair as best she 
could. A lot of it was still scuffed under the table, though. 

Kanri had been quiet through dinner— unusually so for 
the talkative Tynchrifa. After nibbling half-heartedly at her 
fruit pie and sipping disconsolately at her after dinner coffee, 
Arn couldn’t stand watching her any longer. “What’s bother- 
ing you so much?” 

“Hmmm?” 

“I know I'm not the mostobservant mouse in the world, 
but I’m not blind,” he said with a reproachful smile. 

Kanri sighed. “I don’t know.” 

“Vatim?” 


“Perhaps. He's already convinced we're lovers.” 
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“You and 12” Arn said, blinking. 

She nodded. 

"Oh." Hethoughtabout saying something flippant, but 
nothing came to mind. 

“And...” She took another sip of coffee, then slid down 
in her chair slightly, folding both sets of arms. “There aren’t 
any invoices.” 

“What” 

“From Starlight Cargo. Ifwe've been receiving anything 
from you, the invoices aren't where they should be.” She 
pursed her lips. 

Am stared at her for a moment, then let his breath out 
explosively, smiling a little. “Then maybe I was right.” 

She nodded, putting her upper hands on the table and 
looking down. 

“Oh,” he said sheepishly. Then something occurred to 
him. “Kanri, this might be very important. Does anyone know 
about when I broke in?” 

“Are you asking if I told anyone?” Her tone became a 
fraction colder. “No.” 

“But there are a few other Tynthrifa who know about 
me.” 

She nodded. 

“If chey— someone was doing something illegal at your 
embassy, and ifit was being done the way I thought it was, they 
shouldn’t have to hide the invoices. You wouldn’t be able to 
tell something was wrong unless you had both your invoice and 
Starlight’s own invoices to compare.” 

“I don’t know what you're getting at." 

A very difficult subject, he thought, trying to choose his 
words carefully. “The only reason to hide the invoices is tokeep 
someone from seeing them.” 

She nodded again. 

“But the only people who would know something was 
wrong by looking at them would be people who had access to 
Starlight's invoices.” 

"You" 

He nodded slowly. "Or you." 

Kanri furrowed her brows; then her eyes widened, her 
lower lip beginning to tremble. “But why?” 

“Because of me.” 

"Idon't think I like where you're going with this,” Kanri 
said, staring intently at the tablecloth. 

“If you told anyone that you were... friends with me, 
and that I worked for Starlight, then—” 

"Stop." 

“But this is important!” he said with such force that it 
yanked her startled eyes back up to his. "If you told someone 
who was responsible for what's going on about me, they might 
think I was trying to use you to get at the invoices. So they'd 
hide chem." 

“Are you?” 


That brought Arn up short. “Am what? Oh.” Hesunk 
back in his chair, feeling as if he had just been kicked in the 
stomach. 

Kanri looked at him morosely, then looked back down 
at her pie. 

“Do you really believe I am?" he whispered. 

“L...” Sheshook her head. “I don't know. I hope not.” 

“Forget the invoices, then.” 

“What?” 

“Ifthe price of the truth is your trust, I’m not willing to 
pay.” He met her eyes as he continued speaking. “Your 
friendship might be the best thing in my life now, Kanri." 

She stared at him, open-mouthed, and gave a small, 
uncertain laugh. “But... but— we don't..." She gulped. 
“This is only our third date!” 

"Iknow." He pushed his mane away from his ear. “But 
I enjoy being with you. More than I think I've enjoyed 
anything in... a long time.” 

Kanri bit her lip, remaining quiet. 

They finished dessert in silence. It remained unbroken 
until they were back on the street and walking toward the 
Tynthrifa embassy. “Why did you and your wife break up?” 
Kanri asked suddenly. 

‘Arn stared at her, puzzled. “Is that important?” 

“Maybe.” Her expression was worried, but there was 
something else there that Arn didn’t quite understand. 

“There were alot of reasons.” He thrust his hands into 
his pockets, his pace dropping to a shuffle. “Ellen had 
problems and I wasn’t able to help her with them.” He looked 
up at Kanri; her face was concerned, but still expectant, and he 
sighed. 

“She was an alcoholic. I knew she drank when I married 
her, but it became... worse over time.” 

“So you finally left her?” 

“No!” he said, looking up at her in near shock. “I—I 
threatened to. She was destroying everything we had— our 
finances, ourjobs.... Finally I cold her thacifshe didn’ tgethelp 
herself, I would leave her. She came after me with a knife and 
collapsed. The next morning she was gone, and a week after 
that she showed up with a lawyer and divorce papers.” 

“Oh. And... that was it.” 

He nodded. “According to her lawyer, it was my fault." 

“How was it your fault?” Kanri sounded cross. 

Arn rubbed his temples. The absurdity of this sudden, 
serious conversation leaping on them out of nowhere struck 
him asifitwereacobra with laughing-gas venom, and he began 
to chuckle. 

“What's so funny?” Kanri demanded. 

“Idon'tknow." He keptchuckling. “He said it was my 
fault because I was trying to force her to be something she 
wasn’t.” 

“It was your fault because you were trying to make her 
sober?” 

The mouse shrugged, feeling tired. “I guess. Ultimately, 
though, it was my fault because I failed.” 
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He could still hear their last screaming argument. She 
was doing most of the screaming, though. At the end of it, he 
was crying; when she saw the tears, she started screaming 
louder. 

The memory dissolved asall four of Kanri’sarms wrapped 
around him tightly. He returned che hug, a litte surprised. 
“Thank you,” she whispered against his ear. 

“For what?” he said, genuinely baffled. 

“The talk.” 

“I don’ 

"That's okay.” She smiled, then kissed him, very lightly, 
on his mouth. Her spicy-sweet taste was stronger on her lips. 
When she let go of him, she caressed his cheek fur with one 
hand, then turned and started moving toward the embassy 
again without a word. 

As they entered the building, Am noticed another 
Tynthrifa watching them, a male. Even half-hidden by shad- 
ows, his size was intimidating, and his expression was decidedly 
unfriendly. 

“Follow me to my room,” Kanri said softly, gripping his 
hand in two of her own and increasing her speed. Arn was 
almost jogging to keep up with her. 

“Uh 

“I don't want to talk to him now.” She quickly pulled 
him down the corridor he had crept painfully down in near- 
blackness a few ages ago, ducked into her room and slammed 
the door behind them. 

“That was Vatim, 1 take it.” The icy sweetness of 
peppermint surrounded him again. 


She nodded. “He’s very unhappy about me continuing 
to see you.” 

“As you said, it’s only our third date.” He smiled. 

“That makes only one less than he and I had. He'll be 
much angrier on our next date. And the one after that will 
make him absolutely furious.” She slid onto the bed and sat 
down. “He's such an... asshole.” 

Arn blinked. “That's the first time I’ve ever heard you 
say something vulgar.” 

“Tm sorry.” She sighed. “He's just the last person I think 
Pd want to see now." 

“He really bothers you that much?” 

“Is not just that.” She rocked back on the pillow, 
licking her lips nervously. Arn sat down next to her, trying not 
to stare too noticeably at her face. “It’s... I know you're right 
about the invoices. If there wasn’t something unusual about 
them, they'd be there. I don’t think you're making this up— 
so that means someone had to have hidden them. Andit would 
have to be someone who knew I was becoming... friends with 
someone who would know there was something wrong with 
the invoices if he saw them, righe" 

Arn nodded. 

“There’s only two Tynthrifa who know you work for 
Starlight other than me. And my mother doesn’t work in our 
trade division.” She closed her eyes. “So that means the other 
one is in on it, doesn’t it?” 


The mouse sank into the huge, plush mattress, resting 
slightly against Kanri’s tail. "Vatim." 

She nodded, looking up at the ceiling. 

“Pm sorry.” 

Kanri rolled onto her side, her tail silendy curling in on 
itself to press alongside his leg. “You say that an awful lot." 

“I do?” he said, looking across at her. 

“Yes.” She laughed, shaking her head. “Don’t be sorry 
about Vatim. I had wanted to believe that none of us would do 
anything to break your laws. But finding out that he did... it 
really can’t surprise me.” 

He stroked her tail; itslid over one leg to rest against his 
lap, then snaked down under the other leg, makingit appear as 
ifhewerestraddlinga serpent. "Um." He smiled ather, raising 
his eyebrows. “You know, if he's already jealous of your time 
with me, inviting me into your room isn't going to set his mind 
at ease.” 

“So let him wonder.” She rolled onto her stomach, 
propping her head up on her upper setof arms. The position 
afforded an extraordinarily clearviewofhercleavage. An image 
of what Vatim might believe Arn and Kanri were doing now 
threatened to creep into his mind. He looked away hurriedly. 

“You do find me attractive,” she said, mock-accusingly. 

“My face is that obvious?” 

“Well...” She giggled, turning slightly red. “Itoldyou 
my tail was sensitive.” 

“What?” Then, when the realization hithim: “Oh, my. 
Uh...” He started to push her tail off him, but she tightened 
it just slightly, its thick warmth pressing down into his pants. 

“Ies all right” She moved her body up to a sitting 
position, straightening out her tail; there was almost ten feet of 
it between her thighs and the half-loop around Arn. “I had 
always been... curious about whether or nota biped couldever 
find a Tynthrifa arousing,” 

Arn lay down alongside her tail, wrapping an arm 
around it and pulling itonto his chest, letting it spill over his 
right shoulder. “I guess we know now,” he said softly, tilting 
his head back to look at her. 

Her eyes lost a bit of focus. "When I was younger, I used 
to read stories ofa fox zoomorph—what do you call them, the 
Vraini?— a dashing Vraini hero named Jondro.” 

“I remember those.” 

“You do?” She smiled. “I used to have fantasies about 
Jondro. He never thought anyone wasa demon. He couldn't 
always redeem the villains, but he always seemed to understand 
them. And sometimes they weren't villains after all.” 

“Peppermint,” said Arn. 

“What?” 

“Peppermint,” he repeated. “Jondro always carried 
peppermint with him. Both times I've been in this room, I've 
smelled it very strongly.” 

“When I was a little girl, I always wondered what 
peppermint was. It wasn't until I came here five years ago that 
I found out. It's delicious.” 

He smiled. “What were the fantasies?” 
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She laughed mischievously. “I don't think I know you 
well enough yet to tell you that. But more than one of them 
involved having him in exactly the same position you're in 
now.” 

He stroked along the length of the great, heavy tail that 
lay on top of him. “That sounds... interesting. Although I'm 
not sure I scc what he could have done from here.” 

Kanri laughed, and the tail under his left leg came 
around to wrap around it. Then the entire length of her tail 
rippled, and he started moving slowly up toward her torso. 

“Oh,” he gasped. The powerful push-pull across his 
thighs and leg was at first unnerving, then arousing in spite of 
itself then dismayingly erotic. He wondered what his reac- 
tion to this would have been if he was nude. 

She turned so he slid up against her chest, his muzzle 
passing across the cloth between her breasts and coming to rest 
with her neck just barely touching his nose. “What do you 
think?” she whispered. 

“I think,” he said unsteadily, trying to control himself, 
“chat if you're not going to share any of those fantasies with me, 
you shouldn't do things like that.” He looked up into hereyes. 
“In... in that fantasy, was Jondro nude?” 

“Ofcourse. We both were.” She smiled. 

"OBS 

When her lips came down on his, che kiss was no longer 
chaste. Her thin tongue flicked against his teeth, sending a 
little shiver down his spine; he opened his mouth, though, 
returning her kiss with a passion he hadn't been sure he still 
knew. 

“Do you normally do thison a third date?" he asked after 
she had drawn back. 

Kanti laughed, shoving him down into a pillow, then 
rolled onto her back next to him and smothered her own face 
with another. “No,” she said through it. “I suppose I don't." 

She lifted the pillow and regarded him with a half-smile. 
“1 think Tynthrifa are quite conservative about relationships 
compared to Raneans. By our standards, the way I’ve behaved 
since I invited you in here is absolutely shocking.” She 
suddenly looked mortified, and covered her face again. “So was 
inviting you in here!” 

"Should I leave?" 

She dropped the pillow, looking at him wide-eyed. “I 
couldn't possibly let you spend the night” Her lower lip was 
trembling. 

“Easy.” He hugged her gently. “I wasn't trying to 
suggest anything of the sort.” 

“No, I don’t think you would,” said Kanri, smiling. 
"You're too much like Jondro.” 

“Pd take that as a compliment, my lady.” 

"It was meant as one, sit.” 

Arn propped himself up on his elbows, then pushed 
back, rocking into a sitting position. "You know, I think chis 
must be the oddest situation I've ever been in.” 

“Hmm?” Kanri sat up beside him, looking confused. 


“Well, it wasn’t too long ago that I believed Tynthrifa 
were diabolic.” He ran a hand through his cheek ruff and 
started to flick athis ear nervously. “Now Im— well, mf..." 
Arn sighed, shaking his head. “Friends with one,” he finished. 

“Tes not... what I had expected, either.” Kanri curled 
her tail up around herself, the way she had done at the concert 
in the park, but this time Arn was inside the coils. The mouse 
snuggled against her, and she put both her left arms around 
him. They stayed together, surrounded by comfortable si- 
lence, until Arn left some fifteen minutes later, with a quiet, 
quick goodbye. 

The hallway was deserted as he made his way back out of 
the embassy. He turned around and studied the dark, brood- 
ing edifice as the main doors swung shut behind him. Under 
the light of the near-full moon, it truly did look like a haunted 
castle. Butso did half the government buildingsin Raneadhros. 

After a moment he turned around, walked down the 
steps, and nearly tripped over San. 

This evening she wore a one-piece dress, coming just 
over her right shoulder. Her left breast was almost fully 
exposed, the fabric stretched taut over the nipple. One 
suspected the dress had to be enchanted simply to stayon as the 
wearer moved, 

“Hello, Arn.” Her tail flicked languidly around one of 
his legs as he passed. 

“Are you sure those clothes are legal?” 

She laughed. “Technically, there's no law in Rancadhros 
which mandates we wear anything above our waist. People just 
assume there must be— so no one challenges it.” 

“If anyone would, Pd expect you to." 

She raised her eyebrow and smiled, a hint of mischie- 
vousness in her grin. “But the pointof adress like thisis to make 
someone wonder what's being covered. It’s the suggestion— 
the fantasy— that’s erotic. 

“Did you just come from your girlfriend’s?” 

Arn blinked at her. “Yes, and no.” He started walking 
slowly back toward his apartment; San followed, seeming to 
always keep a step ahead of him. 

“Tes not a question you can answer that way,” she said, 
hereyes sparkling. "You're still not sure she’s your girlfriend?" 

“She isn’t.” 

“But you'd like to change that?” 

“Well...” 

“Yes.” 

“Yes,” he agreed after a moment. “I suppose I don't 
know how to tell her.” 

“Have you tried saying, ‘I find you very attractive, and 
Pd like to sleep with you?” 

The Rilima sighed, closing his eyes. “You've never been 
in love, have you, San?” 

She considered the question for a moment. “Yes. With 
Lona.” 

Heblinked. Well, itwasn'call thatsurprising. “And did 
you approach romance that way with her?” 

“Yes,” San said, shrugging. 
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“Then you're a very unusual one.” 

“Only in that I'm honest. Ihave a very shallow concept 
of relationships, and try not to delude myself into believing 
otherwise.” 

"Unless that's a delusion itself,” Arn said, regarding her 
dosely. “Your relationship with Lona is a loving one, with a 
deep sense of commitment, but you both avoid thinking about 
thatby playing with men asif they were toys. And you, atleast, 
know that’s not good— you just don’t want to outgrow it.” 

“You're learning,” San said quietly, a half-smile on her 
face. 

He sighed. “Just what is your relationship with Lona 
when it comes to. ..." 

“To making friends with a man and fucking his brains 
out?” 

He stared at her. 

“As I said, I'm honest. That's what itis. No more, no 
less. I'm not sure how it got started, but it’s something we do 
sometimes during ve'erra. I’m sure lots of arguments can be 
made against it, both moral and practical. But even if we're 
using them, we're fulfilling their fantasies, too. Its not as if 
we're lashing them down and forcing ourselves on them until 
they pass out. Unless that’s what they want, of course.” She 
licked her lips. “I suppose we shouldn't expect you to be one 
of our toys, should we?” 

“No, I don't think so.” 

“Have you tried telling her, ‘I’m falling in love with 
you?” 

“Who said “love?” 

“You did,” she said, smirking, 

“I suppose I did.” He sighed, rubbing his temples. “I 
don’t suppose you've ever tried that approach with someone.” 

"That's what I told Lona before I asked to sleep with 
her.” She patted him on the head. “You might notknow much 
about me, but you should have learned I’m never afraid to tell 
someone the truth.” 

“No, I suppose you aren’t.” He looked down at the 
pavement, trudging on in silence. 

“Well, IL let you go on your way,” San said softly. 
“Goodbye, Arn.” 

"Goodbye. I'm sure I'll run into you later." 

“Perhaps.” San stepped bchindhim, outofsight. Before 
he reacted, she putherarmaroundhis shoulder, sliding itdown 
his shirt, and he felt her muzzle press against his neck, licking 
and nipping lightly. 

“Uh—” He took a second to catch his breath after she 
released him. By the time he turned to face her, she was gone. 
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Thenexttime hesaw Kanri, waiting forhim when he got 
off work the next day, was the first time she had sought him out. 


He might have done a little dance if he hadn't seen the 
expression in her eyes even before he greeted her. 
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“What is ie?" he said, taking her hand. He suddenly felt 
more fear than he had since... since the last time Ellen had 
threatened to leave him. 

Wordlessly, she handed him two identical sheets of 
paper. 

“The invoices,” he said, puzzled. The figures were just 
what he had expected them to be— lies. “Wherc...?” 

“Vatim’s room.” 

“You stole them?" Am said, gaping. 

“I guess we have more in common than I thought,” she 
said, closing her eyes. 

“So itwas really true." He grinned in spite of himself. “I 
was beginning to think it was just wishful thinking.” 

“You got your wish.” Kanri’s voice was small. 

He looked up at her. Was there something more? 
Obviously. The tightness returned to his stomach. “Thisis it?” 

She nodded, looking hurt. 

“I'm sorry." he said quickly. "That's not...” He shook 
the response off. No matter what her feelings were for him, 
finding out his crazy theory had been right would be crushing 
news. He had no way to explain why he had feltso relieved that 
it was only confirmation of an interplanar trading fraud 
conspiracy. 

He stuffed the papers in his pocket and hugged her. “I 
am sorry." 

Kanrilookedinto his eyes for a split-second, reading the 
truth in his words, and returned his hug with all her strength, 
one set of arms around his chest, the other around his-lower 
waist. 

“What now?" she murmured into his ear. 

Arn tilted his head slightly, touching his mouth to her 
lips. The kiss developed into the most passionate one they had 
shared. 

When they broke apart, Kanri was smiling, the points of 
her canines just visible. “I meant about the invoices.” 

“Take them to the Guard.” 

Kanri sighed, looking down at his feet. 

“There’s no turning back now. We have to get them 
there before Vatim discovers they're missing.” 

She let go of him, nodding hesitantly. 

Arn took one of her hands. “This may very well be 
something he did on his own, my love. Don't take it person- 
ally. Now, we need to go my house to pick up Starlight's own 
invoices..." 
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They ended up spending less than an hour at the Guard 
station, eventually being ushered out the door with the assur- 
ance that “immediate action” would be taken that evening. 

“You are taking this personally, aren’t you?” Arn said as 
they made their way back to the embassy. 

Kanri didn’t quite meet his eyes. “What about you?” 

“What about me, what?” 
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“Just... thoughts Ive had.” She turned to face him. 
“Taking things personally is something else we share, I sup- 
pose.” 

‘Am raised his eyebrows. 

“You take your divorce personally, don’t you?" 

He spluttered a bit. “We're not talking about the same 
sortof thing. You can’t blame yourself for Vatim.” 

“I certainly can.” She crossed her lower set of arms. 

“But you shouldn'é. It doesn’t make any sense.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because it wasn’t anything you did!” 

“Could I have stopped him?” 

“You didn’t know.” 

She looked up at the sky, pursing her lips. “In my heart 
I knew he was capable of it. He's been behaving oddly for 
months, and he hasn't been letting me work with him on the 
invoices. We used to work together. When you told me about 
all this, I immediately suspected he might be... doing it. But 
I didn’t do anything about it.” 

“There wasn’t anything you could have done, Kanri.” 
Arn felt himself growing frustrated. 

“So what could you have done about your divorce?” 

“Uh—” Heglowered at her, then stared resolutely at the 
ground, quickening his pace. "We're not talking about the 
same sort of thing,” he repeated. 

"Hmm. One person blaming herself— or himself— for 
the action of another they had no control over?” 

“No. I mean....” Arn thought furiously. “She was an 
alcoholic, for God's sake. She needed help. It’s like a disease.” 

“Ic is not,” the Tynthrifa snapped. “Addiction may be 
difficult to break, but starting addictive behavior is aconscious 
choice. Anyone who starts to drink knows they can become an 
alcoholic. Anyone who drinks too much, regularly, knows 
they're likely to." 

“I don't want to talk about this.” Arn guickened his 
pace; Kanri matched it without noticeably speeding up. She 
probably didn't notice, he thought angrily. 

“Maybe it’s time you start,” said Kanri, her voice rising. 
“Your Ellen wasn’t a nice woman.” 

Arn stopped and whirled in place. “What the hell gives 
you the right—” : 

Kanri flinched, but stood her ground, grabbing Arn by 
his shoulders. “If she was as nice as you want to believe, she 
wouldn't have hurt you as badly as she did!” 

“You—” He gulped, staring at her, then dropped his 
eyes. “Have you been rehearsing this?” 

“No.” She sighed. “I just realized that what I was 
starting to do about the invoices— something you stopped me 
from doing— is what you've been doing for the past year. It's 
time for you to stop, too.” 

He shook his head. “You might have more in common 
with San than I would have expected.” 

“Who?” 


“It doesn't matter.” Arn smiled weakly, still looking at 
the ground, then slowly started walking forward. 

They reached the embassy compound in silence, enter- 
ing through the somberly quiet, wide open front gates. 
“Shouldn't che Guard be here by now?" Kanri said. 

Arn shrugged. “I don't know. It does just look like 
business as usual, doesn’t it?” 

“YOU!” a deep voice echoed across the antechamber. 
The Tynthrifa secretary dropped the papers she was holding, 
staring in the sound's direction. By the time Arn and Kanri 
faced the same way, the clerk had let out a muffled yelp and was 
slamming two of her fists into a ceiling panel. 

“Or maybe not,” Arn muttered as all the lights in the 
room started flashing red and a piercing bell began to go off. 

“YOU!” Vatim roared again. Before the echo died, he 
was moving, so fast his torso was almost a blur on top of his 
snake body. Arn rolled out of the way instinctively. 

“don’t suppose you want to talk about this,” the Rilima 
gasped, coming to his feet in a fighting position. What am I 
going to do, take him with my bare hands? 

“You've stolen my lover and my fortune!” Vatim’s voice 
was a reasonless, anguished howl. “What’s next, you damned 
little... biped!” 

Arn folded his arms. “Well, now you've gone and called 
mea biped. You take that back, you big bully." 

“Arn!” Kanri hissed. He glanced over at her; her expres- 
sion filled in what she wasn’t saying; taunt him and he'll kill 
you. 

Well, he already wants to kill me. Arn moved slowly 
toward a wall as Vatim growled. For a vocal system that was, 
asfarasArn could tell, almost human, it was a damn impressive 
growl. 

In his “fight” with Kanri, she wasn’t really much faster 
than he was in spurts. She could just keep moving at thatspeed 
allot longer. And, of course, there was the size of the tail— 

Vatim reared up almost ten feet, then fell toward Am, 
snarling. The distance between them was great enough thathe 
couldn’t reach the mouse when he came down, but he came 
down moving so quickly. 

—And Arn leapt, up to the side, coming down bumping 
and rolling like a furry wheel. He had done this before. When 
he came out, he was running, toward another wall, barely 
registering the thick crashing sound from behind. It was 
expected. 

He spun on his heel when he was ten feet from the wall. 
The sight was even worse than he had expected. Vatim had 
almost peeled himself from the wall he had collided with; his 
face was a mess, and the wall bore what Arn swore was a 
bloody... noseprint. The Tynthrifa was absolutely furious. 

“PII kill you,” Vatim griticd, launching himself at Am 
again, all four arms stretched out to keep the mouse from 
jumping to the side. 

Instead Arn went under him. 
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He leapt right into Vatim’s stomach. The impact hurt. 
Ichurtalot. But the Tynthrifa’s torso fell forward, his grasping 
arms flailing at the air. 

This time, the collision with the wall was headfirst. 
Luckily for Vatim, it was at a lower velocity than his last such 
encounter— he spent the nine fect before the wall skidding 
across the floor on his face and stomach. 

Arn stood at the sound of the crash, holding his head and 
panting slightly, and walked up to Vatim, rolling the Tynthrifa 
onto his back. He looked up at the Rilima, his eyes barely 
showing recognition. “I... I..." Hespatoutblood from hislip. 

“You don’ thave any visible injuries except on your face,” 
Arn pronounced. “I wouldn't be surprised if you have a minor 
concussion.” 

“Bastard,” Vatim whispered after a moment. 

“What did you do?” A gruff, slightly baffled voice said 
from behind Arn. He whirled to see three other Tynthrifa, all 
dressed in identical uniforms, standing behind him. 

“Nothing.” 

"I'd hardly call that nothing.” The one who spoke 
scratched his head. “I don't really see how a small—" 

“Don’teven think about saying it,” Arn snapped, walk- 
ing back to Kanri. “You know he’s supposed to be under 
arrest.” 

“We do know our jobs,” another one said, glowering. 

“Come on,” Kanri said. “You should at least catch your 
breath.” 

After they were out of sight of the room, moving toward 
Kanri’s chamber, she said hesitantly, “How did you do that? 
When we fought—” 

“When we fought, I was attacking you. I have been 
thinking about that little mock battle, and I realized I shouldn't. 
have been baited into coming after you." 

"You were baiting him to come after you." 

"Yes. You have greater size and greater long-term speed. 
You ‘big people’ also have something else. Greater inertia. If 
you're coming at me full speed and I’m standing next to a wall, 
Tcan leap out of the way faster than you can either stop or turn 
to chase me.” 

Kanri nodded after a moment. 

"There's something I was thinking of myself,” she said as 
‘she opened her door. “When we were heading toward the 
Guard, you said ‘my love.” 

‘Am paused halfway inside che room, facing her in 
surprise. 

“Uh—” Kanri blushed and motioned for him to enter 
the rest of the way; after she drew in her tail, she gently pushed 
thedoorshut. “Well, itjust... itjust made me think.” Shesank 
down on the mattress, looking in Arn's direction but not quite 
meeting his eyes. “What did you mean by that?” 

“What do you mean, what did I mean?” 

“Just that.” 


“Well, I meant— I mean, I meant. 


” Arn sighed, 
sitting down on the carpet about ten feet away from the bed. 
“Is it something like ‘my lady?" 
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“Yes.” He started wrapping his tail around his wrist, and 
coughed once. “I...” The contortions with his tail were 
beginning to hurt; as he fought for the words, he started 
unwinding it slowly. “I’m not very good at self-examination. 
You're asking if... I meant something else besides that.” 

Kanri nodded, her eyes wide and nervous. 

Arn searched for the answer. When he found it, it was 
surprisingly easy to keep his eyes even with hers. “Yes.” 

Hervoice wavered a bit when she finally spoke. “I think 
1... love you.” 

“You think?” He couldn't keep a trace of amusement 
from his voice. 

“I'msorry!" She sounded anguished. “Thisis... very fast 
forme. We almost just met, and...” Kanri seemed to deflate, 
almost falling onto her back. 

“I know I’m in love with you." 

“How can you say that so... easily?” 

“That, I don’t know.” Arn smiled, shaking his head. “I 
honesdy don't know. I just can.” 

“Did you say that....” She stopped, blushed a little, and 
looked down. 

“With Ellen?” he guessed. She didn’t move. “No. No, 
I didn’t.” Arn drummed his claws on the carpet. “We loved 
each other. But I don’t think either of us said ‘I love you’ very 
easily.” 

“But you married her.” Kanri looked genuinely con- 
fused. 

Arn shrugged. “I take it the Tynthrifa are too wise to 
marry for...” He stopped, realizing what he was about to say, 
and sighed. “For the wrong reasons.” 

“We don't have a ritual for mating. But maybe we are 
a little more... careful about our lovers.” She smiled timidly. 

“There's probably something to be said for that, but...” 
He laughed. “Don’t you ever have the feeling of just being— 
swept off your feet?” 

She leaned back on the pillow and grinned. “Like this?” 

Before Arn could react, her tail whipped toward him, 
encircling him gently but firmly and pulling him up into the 
air above her head. “Awk!” 

Kanri laughed, lowering him until his feet were just 
barely touching the mattress, but not relaxing her tail. “Or 
were you speaking metaphorically?” 

“Well, I suppose it was a nice way of saying lust," He 
started scratching the scales around him gently. The tail sank 
a little lower, and she nestled back against the pillow with an 
expression of pleasure. 

“Yes, of course we do,” she said after a moment. “We 
might simply be a bit better at recognizing the difference 
between love and lust.” 

"They're not mutually exclusive.” 

“No.” Her tail shifted around him, snaking between his 
legs. “But the former is more important than the latter." 


“That is shockingly conservative.” 
“Never make fun of a Tynthrifa who has you trapped in 
her tail, Arn." 
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“Yes, my lady.” He sniffed. “I still smell peppermint.” 

“Ofcourse.” 

“Some people think peppermint is an aphrodisiac.” 

She folded both sets of arms. “Really?” 

“No. I just made that up.” 

Kanri shook her head, laughing. Then she released him, 
suddenly heading for the door. 

“Uh” 

“Come on.” She opened the door and waited for him, 
then led him out into the courtyard. 

“Where are we going?” 

“This way.” She led him down a tile path through neatly 
manicured flowers and topiary bushes, toward one of the 
comer thickets. Then she moved off the path, gliding between 
the pines. 

She stopped in a place that couldn't quite be called a 
“clearing”; the space between the trees was barely big enough 
forhertocoil up in. The trunks wereso closely set together that 
the path, and the buildings around them, were invisible. Itonly 
took a little imagination to believe they stood in the middle of 
ayoung forest. The scent of pine was dizzyingly strong. 

“When I’m depressed or angry, I sometimes come out 
here,” Kanri said, her voice quiet. “There’s something about 
it... being away from other people but still not feeling alone. 
Like the trees themselves are company.” 

“I used to do the same thing in the park.” Am sat down 
on the grass, inside her coils; she settled into his lap, her tail 
pushing between his legs, and her own scenteclipsed thatofthe 
glade. He put his arms around her waist. “Trees aren’t 
judgmental companions. And this is a beautiful little area.” 

“lės prettier when I'm sharing it with someone,” she 
whispered, half-turning to face him. 

Arn smiledand kissed her. Asthey held one another, her 
lower hands travelled down his back, sliding in just under his 
pants to lightly rest at the base of his tail. 

“Um,” hesaid when they broke apart, her fingers tickling 
him gently. “Are... you sure you want to pursue this kissin that 
direction just yee” 

“No,” she whispered. “Pm not.” Then she smiled. 
“Could we try that once more?” 

Hekissed her again. This time, it was as passionate as the 
kiss on the peculiar evening she had caught him up in her tail; 
in fact, she pressed him down into her coils again, her hands 
coming around to the front of his pants— still under chem— 
and one resting between his legs. 

“But I'm not sure I don’t,” she said, breathing deeply. 

“Ifyou don't move your hand, it'll be very difficult for 
me to think rationally,” Arn said, wishing his arousal wasn't as 
painfully visible as it was. 

Kanri moved her hand. 

“That wasn’t what I meant,” he gasped. 

“I know.” She withdrew her hand. 

“How'd you like it if I fondled you that intimately?” 

She considered. “I'd like it a lot.” 
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“Good.” He reached up to her and started unbuttoning 
her blouse. 

“Oh,” she said, blinking. "Ifyou're going to do that..." 

When he had finished undressing her— and she had 
undressed him, too— he stared at her unabashedly. Her 
breasts were as magnificent as he had imagined them to be; her 
hips merged seamlessly into the tail, with a light sheen of 
humanlike fur in their front. “You're so beautiful—” 

She smiled and pressed herself against him, her arms 
coming around to grasp his shoulders and buttocks, lips and 
sharp little teeth nicking at his neck fur. He leaned back, into 
her tail, and it began to shift, wrapping around their bodies. 

Herwarmth was all around him, and he laughed, feeling 
2 wonderfully freeing passion building up inside. When he 
entered her— those odd hips flexing in a way he would never 
be able to describe— and all of her began to shudder, it was so 
radiant and powerful he was terrified. He might as well have 
been experiencing sex for the first time. It was pain and pine 
and peppermint and hot smoothness constricting all around 
until it became, for an eternal instant, his entire being. 

It had been over for almost ten minutes before either of 
them spoke. “Did we really just... make love in the middle of 
my embassy’s courtyard?" Kanri said, coloring slightly. 

Arn laughed, holding her close. “I don't think the trees 
were embarrassed by it. But I admit, I wasn't expecting... 
that.” 

“Neither was I.” She swallowed and rested her head on 
hisshoulder. “I don’t think a Tynthrifahasever... hada non- 
Tynthrifa as a mate before.” ; 

"You don’t know how you're going to explain you've 
fallen in love with a ‘small person?” 

“That is the way my family will see it.” 

He laughed. “Well, I've fallen in love with a demon.” 
Then he coughed. “Would you think I was a pervert if I 
mentioned that I’m becoming very interested in what you 
could do with your tail during—” 

"Yes." She giggled. “I think that’s something I'd rather 
discover in a bedroom, though.” 
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“Well, well.” 

Amand Kanriboth looked up from their picnic. Stand- 
ing nearby was an ocelot anda brownish short-hair cat, dressed 
in outfits that barely had a square foot of cloth between them. 

“Hello,” Arn said, looking over at Kanri and wondering 
how he should introduce them. 

San looked at the Tynthrifa appraisingly, then turned 
back to Arn with a stern expression. "Ies about bloody time,” 
she said. 
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Cat and Bird 


Frank Gembeck Jr. 


Criss stalked his prey with the silent skill of a finely trained hunter. His inborn feline traits helped his 
abilities greatly as did the teachings of his older sister. The light forest was alive with the sounds or animal life 
enjoying a warm, sunny day. 

Thesmall, quick creature he pursued was remarkably hard to grab. A handful-sized rabbit with butterfly 
wings could be surprisingly agile and alert. "Never thought a bunnyfly would be this hard to catch!" Criss 
thought to himself. He didn't hunt to kill, that time; he hunted to practice his skills. He'd merely catch the. 
creature and let it go unharmed. 

The bunnyfly was giving him a particularly challenging chase. Its monarch-like wings carried it swiftly 
from plantto plant, and every time Criss thought he had it, itwentoffon a completely unexpected turn between 
a twist of branches or shrubbery. Once, Criss had even felt the wings graze his fingertips, and he cursed to 
himself for only succeeding in startling the creature into being a bit more wary. 

“There are better things to do on a warm spring day,” Criss thought to himself. He had spent a great 
deal of the morning stretched out lazily in the basking glow of the sunslight; purring very contentedly, and 
shifting occasionally to let the rays warm his smooth, tan, tiger-striped body. He blew a breath up to move a 
stray lock of long, white-blond hair away from his emerald green eyes, “And I gave it up to chase a bunnyfly," 
he sighed to himself, “I’m not out of my mind, I’m not!” 

He sniffed che air. “Hmm,” he thought, “water nearby. A swim would be nice only—” his feline cars 
pressed hack against his head and his long, full, white-blond tail twitched as he gave a predator's look to the 


bunnyfly, "I've got something to finish.” One final, careful leap and the bunnyfly was caught in both of Criss" 
hands. 


“Gotcha!” he said aloud. 


The bunnyfly fluttered about in his hands, too scared to even attempt biting. 

“Hey, calm down. I’ m not going to hurt you.” His soft voice had a purring quality. He smiled. “Fun 
chase, but the game’s over.” He sounded almost disappointed. "Watch out for more hungry predators, okay?” 
He spread his hands and the bunnyfly gratefully flew away. 

“Now,” Criss turned around, “Now to find chat water. Hope it’s a nice sized pond.” He ran happily 
through the sun-brightened forest towards the fresh smell of spring water. 

Little time passed and soon Criss heard a familiar sound, a soft, steady roar. The air was now thick with 
the scent of fresh water. “A waterfall!” His eyes seemed to sparkle. “I love that sound.” He bounded through 
a thick area of trees, darting deftly over and under and around branches and vines that would keep normal 
explorers busy for perhaps hours. 

The trees finally opened out onto a large pond. Clear water sparkled with the light of mid-afternoon. 
To his left, Criss saw a tall, steep hillside, and cascading from the very top was a long shelf of fresh mountain 
water about four feet wide falling into the pond with a bit of bubbling. 

Criss’ breath caught in his throat. It wasn't che beauty of the water thatcaused the reaction, butthefigure 
gracefully splashing about around the bottom ofthe fall. The figure’s skin was like the blue ofa winter morning; 
pale and luminous. His hair, snowy-white and so long. It fell like a wave to the water and swirled about his 
lower thighs. He was lean and softly muscular, not quite so slender and wiry as Criss, but very close. Elegant 
grace flashed in every move. Large white wings, like a doves, emerged from the figure's back, merely adding 
to his almost liquid grace. The wings glistened with water drops as did his body. 

“Beautiful.” Criss barely whispered from his crouching position mere feet away from the figure. His eyes 
lingered and traced every line of the figure. Drops of water clung to Criss’ hair and the sunslight sparkled off 
it. 

Suddenly, che figure turned to look directly at Criss. His eyes glow blue. 

Criss held his breath again. 

After a few moments, the figure smiled and tilted his head to one side. “Why aren't you breathing?” he 
asked simply. His voice was rich and breathy. 

Criss didn’t move. 

“Are you ill? You really should breathe, you know.” 
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Criss let out the breath and shakily began to breathe normally. 

"That's better.” The figure straightened and his wings folded behind him. “Were you going to swim? 
If I'm in your way—" 

“No,” Criss interrupted, clearing his throat, "No, you couldn't possibly be in my way.” 

“Good.” The figure sighed. “This water is so nice. There isn't much of it back home.” 

“Back home?” 

“In the dimension of air. I'm an avatar of Zephyrus.” he stated a bit proudly. Then he frowned little, 
“You do know who Zephyrus is, don't you?" 

"He's the god of the west wind, right? And an avatar is the spirit messenger ofa deity.” A friend taught 
him all about che various deities and spirits just recently, but the shock of actually meeting a spirit was almost 
too much to hide. 

“Right” The figure smiled warmly. “I’m going to teach an apprentice how to wield magical energies.” 
His eyes glowed a bit brighter with excitement. “But I couldn't pass up chis pond when I was flying overhead. 
Aren't you going to come in? You're just standing there staring at me and it feels a bit awkward.” His brow 
crinkled with genuine confusion. 

"Oh well, I wouldn't want to make you feel awkward.” Criss regained his composure and a familiar 
predatory grin crossed his face. 

“Well that’s nice. By the way, my name is Dev. What's yours?” 

“Criss,” he replied, untying the lacings on his soft tan leather boots. The light boots slipped off easily. 
He then discarded his white vest which held numerous knives and throwing stars. It made a clinking sound 
as it hit the ground. It never made a sound, though, when he was trying to be silent. 

“Criss,” Dev repeated. “That's a good name.” 

"Thanks." Criss hesitated before pulling off his black breeches, his only remaining garment of clothing, 
but looking at Dev'sbare form made him feel foolish for pausing, and with that, he slipped off the tight-fitting 
breeches. 

"You're quite attractive, Criss.” Dev said simply. 

The words almost made Criss melt. “So are you.” He quickly jumped in the water. 

Dev wings fluttered about to shake away the splashing water. 

The water was cool, but not cold, and it felt wonderful. Where Dev stood, the water was shallow, but 
Criss swam about in an area that was at least five feet deep. Standing on the smooth, rocky bottom, Criss was 
submerged almost to his chin. 

“Why are you staying all che way over there?" asked Dev. 

“I like che deeper water." 

“Well if I'm going to carry on a conversation with you I suppose I'll have to join you.” Dev crossed his 
arms. 

“Don’t you like the water?” 

"Not deep water. My wings feel funny when they're submerged.” 

Criss looked quizzically at him, “Hey,” sudden realization hit him, “I thought spirits weren't tangible." 

"We're not, usually,” stated Dev, moving gracefully closer towards Criss, “but we can make ourselves 
solid.” ; 

"That's handy.” Criss smiled. Green eyes drankin the sightof the now very close avatar. The soft, slender 
features of Dev's face and body were then mere breaths away from Criss, and he was glad the water concealed 
his growing fascination. "So tell me,” Criss started, trying to keep his mind off his bodily reactions, “How does 
an avatar teach someone how to become a wizard?” 

“Oh I'm not going to teach my apprentice how to be a wizard. Wizards have to research written spells 
on their own, basically. I will teach my student spells directly, he won't have to do research.” Dev frowned 
just a little. “But there's always the chance he won't accept my teachings.” 

“Who could turn you down? I mean, why would someone refuse such a gift?” 

Dev shrugged. “Lots of reasons. To gain such powers, the prospective student has to kind of agree to 
be Zephyrus’ mortal representative. Go about telling stories of him, describing the beauty of the winds, that 
sort of thing. Nothing fanatical or anything,” 

“Doesn’t sound so tough.” 

“No, it isn’t. Zephyrus is already the boy's patron deity, but some beings don't like to start travelling, 
they don't think che power's worth it. I hope the one I've been assigned to does.” 

"I'm sure he won't turn you down.” Criss smiled warmly. 

Why?” 

“You ask a lot of questions.” 
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“What do you mean?” 

“Never mind.” Criss sighed with a small laugh. “You seem a bit naive, but that adds to your charm.” 

“You think I’m charming?” Dev asked brightly, eyes glowing. 

“There you go again.” Criss nodded. 

“Sorry.” Dev lowered his head. 

“Don’t be, and yes, I think you're very charming.” Criss moved closer to Dev. 

Dev brightened again. “No one’s ever called me charming.” He smiled. 

“Oh,” Crissraised an eyebrow, “Does thatmean I'm your first?” Criss slowly moved his head to kiss Dev, 
but Dev pulled away. 

“Um, what were you going to do?” Dev asked a bit nervously. 

“I was going to kiss you.” Criss stated flacly with a slightly frustrated look on his face. 

“I don’t think you should do that.” 

“Why not?” Criss almost pouted. 

“Well, because I don’t have the same feelings you do.” 

“Ooo, don't honey-coat the words, huh." Criss replied sarcastically. 

“Criss, I didn’t mean to give you the wrong impression.” Dev pleaded. 

“You said I was attractive. Didn't you think I'd take that as a hint?” 

“You are attractive, Criss, and you make me wish I felt more for you.” 

Criss tried another angle. “We did just meet, after all. Maybe if we got to know each other better?” 

"I'ma spirit. I haven't the capacity for such deep feelings. It’s no fault of yours, Criss. I don't need to 
find out more about you to know you're a wonderful being, but I just can't respond the way you'd like.” 

“Ever try it?” Criss said with a new smile. 

“Criss!” 

"I'm serious. Have you?” 

“No.” Dev stated flatly. 

“Then how—” 

“Criss, [could go through the motions, but would you really want some uncaring body next toyou? You 
deserve so much more.” 

“I don't get it.” Criss shook his head. “How can you not like love-mating?” 

Dev shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. 

Criss sighed, defeated. 

“Ishould be going now.” Dev whispered. The sky’s blue had begun to fade into the dying suns’ orange 
and red. 

“Yeah, I guess I should be heading back home too.” Criss’ head drooped. 

They silently waded to the shore and climbed out. The wind felt chill against Criss’ back. 

Dev broke the silence. “I still like you Criss and value your friendship.” Glowing blue eyes moistened 
with regret. 

Criss forced a smile. “I know.” he said simply, trying to sound casual. “And I value yours.” 

Dev's wings spread and he raised one hand. A warm wind seemed to emanate from him and swirled 
around Criss, effectively drying him off and leaving his skin tingling. “A parting gift.” He slowly turned away. 

“Wait.” Criss almost cried. 

Dev turned back. 

“Let me give you a parting gift. Just one kiss.” 

“Criss.” 

“I know, I know. You won't feel a thing, but it'll make me feel a little better, please? Where's the harm?" 
His green eyes pleaded. 

Dev sighed. “All right, one kiss, but don’t be disappointed, okay?” 

“No regrets, Dev.” Criss walked over to him and put an arm hesitantly around one shoulder. “He's so 
warm,” Criss thought. He drew in close and slightly tilted his head. 

Their lips softly met. Criss felt Dev's body tense for a second, but then he quickly relaxed. With a sigh, 
Dev’s mouth opened slightly, and Criss’ tongue teasingly fluttered into it briefly. 

Criss was just about to break away, but Dev seemed to have other ideas. Devheld him ina warm embrace, 
his mouth locked onto Criss’, not roughly, but very passionately. A shock of awakened feelings shuddered 
through Dev’s body. 

“Gotcha!” Criss thought, inwardly smiling. 
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Louise Cavalier sighed. Late! Her 6:00 p.m. appoint- 
ment was atleast a half-hour late! She knew it had not been a 
good idea to agree to such alate appointment, in the first place, 
but he had been so persuasive... 

She reached for the phone again. 

“Abigail? Any word from the Main Gate?” 

“No, Ma’am, none,” her secretary replied. 

Louise sighed again. “All right. You mightas well leave. 
TIl see you tomorrow." 

“Yes, Ma'am.” 

Not five minutes later, Louise glanced up, puzzled. Was 
that a knock...? 

The door to the outer office opened, and a young man 
came in. 

He was tall, over six feet. Rich, brown hair fell almost to 
shoulder length. Deep brown eyes shone out from under 
luxuriant brows, and a slight, quirky smile curved full, luscious 
lips that provided the only touch of color in an otherwise pallid 
face. 

“I am Constantin Valentine,” he announced, striding 
into the room. His voice was as mellow and rich as his 
appearance. 

Louise Cavalier consulted her watch pointedly. 

“You are also thirty-five minutes late. And I have 
another appointment to go to.” She stood, and picked up her 
purse. 

“You are on your way home, where you will puta frozen 
dinner in the microwave, feed your canary and then read or 
watch television until it is time for bed,” Valentine replied. 

Louise drew herself up to her full 52", outrage evident 
in every line. 

“Have you been spying on me, Mister?” she snapped. 

“This has been your pattern of behavior for the past five 
years,” Valentine said, mildly. “Ever since you were transferred 
to Houston.” 

Louise Cavalier found herself speechless. 

Valentine came further into the room, and sat down 
gracefully in the chair opposite the desk. 

“Please.” One long, pale hand gestured. “Be comfort- 
able.” 

Bemused, Louise Cavalier sat down again. 

“I deeply regret my tardiness,” Valentine said, leaning 
forward slightly. 

Louise found herself mesmerized by his deep, brown 
eyes. 

“Yes... yes. I suppose... traffic... Well" She shook 
herself slightly, chen reached into a desk drawer. “You're here 
now. We mightas well go ahead with the interview.” She took 
outa form, many pages thick, and squared it on the desk in 
front of her. Then she picked up a pen. 

“Full name?” she asked, briskly. 

“Constantin Nikolai Andreievitch Valentine Morrone 
de Vareine et du Borgoyne,” he answered, placidly. 

“Date and place of birth?” Louise asked, writing busily. 

“May 14th, 1237. Justoutside Paris, France, where my 
parents were on a diplomatic mission from the Tsar.” 


“I see. That would make you...” Louise looked up, 
frowning, then laid down her pen. “I do not have time for 
foolishness, Mr. Valentine.” 

“I am 765 years old.” Again, he leaned forward in his 
chair. “Look at me, Louise. Look at me.” 

Not unwillingly, Louise found her eyes drawn tò; held 
by his: 

“You are Chief Recruiter for the National Aeronautics 
and Space Administration. Your current assignment is to find 
one— or, if necessary, nwo— astronauts to travel aboard the 
projected U.S. mission to Mars. This mission is scheduled for 
theyear 2005, or approximately three years from now. I believe 
Tam uniquely suited to this mission.” 

“Your age...” 

“Isa part of what fits me for the mission. The capsule is 
necessarily very small, to allow for enough fuel to return the 
astronaut. Iam not claustrophobic. NASA is planning to test 
a hypothermia unit, placing the astronaut in a state of deep 
hibernation for much of the joumey. I will noc need such 
equipment, leaving more room forexperimental material. The 
astronaut will need vast quantities of food to strengthen him 
when he arrives at his destination. I will need at most ten pints 
upon awakening, plus one pint per day, of aspecial supplement 
which I shall provide.” 

“But... you...” 

Valentine reached out mentally, dampening her fears. 

“Tam a Vampire,” he said gently. 

“A Vampire. Oh.” Louise frowned slightly. “Why 
aren't I afraid?" 

“Because I’m calming you.” 

“What else are you forcing. ..” she whispered, eyes wide. 

“Nothing. Not even belief. Ifyou wish, you can decide 
Pm acrackpot, and have me removed.” 

“Can you... prove...” she gulped. 

For the first time since entering her office, he smiled 
fully, revealing elongated canines which glistened slightly. 

“Yes, but...” 

Valentine stood, and held out one pale hand to her. 

“Come with me,” he urged. “Let me show you my 
world.” 

"don't know...” she didn't move. “Will you bite me?” 

"Only if you wish it" 

Picking ap her passt she cue Be her Ree 
“Where are you... where are we going?” 

He smiled again, carefully keeping his canines covered. 
"Toa Nightclub. Where you will meet many members of the 
Nether World.” 

"You mean— you're not the only... the only Vampire?" 

“There are communities of Vampires all over the world. 
Iam a member of one here in Texas.” 

“You said you were born just outside Paris," Louise said, 
her practical streak reasserting itself. 

“That is correct.” He took her coat from the rack, and 
held it out to her. “We can discuss my history, later.” 

Louise slipped her arms into the sleeves of the out-held 
coat, then turned, butconing it up. 


“All right. Lead on!” 


January 1992 


Touch 33 


a e ea 


“Take the next left,” Valentine directed, from the pas- 
senger seat of Louise Cavalier’s ancient Olds. 

Louise slowed, then slowly made the turn, the car 
bumping over the uneven paving. 

“Stop here.” 

Louise peered into the night. From the end of the road, 
a high wall reflected the headlights of her car. 

“Where are we?” she asked. 

“Is better you don’t know. Wait here.” Almost 
noiselessly, Valentine left the car, reappearing abruptly by the 
driver’s door. 

Louise stifled a small shriek. 

Valentincopenedherdoor. “Cutyourlightsand engine, 
and come with me.” He offered his arm. 

Barely halfway along the block, he stopped. 

“Steps. Going down. Six.” Carefully, he guided her 
down the steps, then exerted gentle pressure on her arm, 
halting her. Reaching out, he beat an intricate tattoo on a 
barely visible door in front of them, then waited patiently. 

Silently, the door opened. 

“Val?” 

“Evening, Marco.” Valentine drew Louise forward, into 
adimly-lit room. “Table for two, please.” 

Louise blinked, waiting for her eyes to adjust. It ap- 
peared tobe atypical, dingy nightclub, wich small tables dotted 
around a too-small dance floor. Across the floor, on the stage, 
a poorly lit combo played bored jazz. 

“This way,” Marco rumbled. Coming past Valentine, 
he lumbered heavily across the room, then stopped at a small 
table which he flicked desultorily with his towel. Then he 
turned, and grinned up at them. 

IValentine had not gripped her arm, Louise would have 
gasped aloud. x 

Barely four feet in height, weighing easily five hundred 
pounds, Marco had very dark hair plastered down all over his 
head, and extending in front almost to his thick eyebrows. 
Eyebrow, rather— there was no discernible gap in the center. 
Two pointed cars stuck up from the sides of his head, their 
points just above the flat top. And a wide grin split his craggy 
face almost in two. 

Louise dropped into the nearest chair. 

“II have my usual, Marco. My guest will have ginger 
ale, straight.” 

“Gotcha.” Marco lumbered away. 

“What...” Louise asked faintly. 

“Marco is a Troll,” Valentine murmured. 

“Oh. Ofcourse. A Troll.” In a tuxedo. 

The Troll returned, carefully carrying a glass in each 
huge, four digit hand. One, containing a dark, reddish-brown 
fluid, he set before Valentine. The other he gave to Louise. 

“Get ya anything else?” he rumbled. “Val? Miss... 


“Beforewegoany further,” Valentinesaid, “do not, under 
any circumstances, tell anyone your name. No matter how 
rude you have to be. Do you understand?” 

“Yes, but...” 

“IFI want someone to have your name, I will give it to 
them.” 

“All right, but..." 

Valentine picked up his glass and drained half the 
contents. 

“What is that?” 

“Nourishment.” Valentine set the glass down, again. 

“You mean...” her cyes were wide. 

“Val! Darling! I haven't seen you in Ages!" A beautiful 
woman in a vivid red dress swept up to the table. 

Valentine stood politely. “Beatrice.” He pronounced it 
in the Italian fashion, with four syllables. “Pd ask you to join 
us, but...” he shrugged. 

“PI just rest here.” The woman perched one exquisite, 
lad hip on the edge of the table. “Who is your date, Val 
darling?” She peered at Louise Cavalier, then licked her lips 
sensuously. “Oho! A Mortal! How absolutely... divine!” 

“Under my Protection.” His voice clearly showed that 
this was a ritual phrase, of great significance. 

The woman ignored him. She extended one scarlet- 
tipped hand to Louise. 

“How do you do, my dear? I am Beatrice den Fairholm. 
And you are...” 

“Lou...” Louise began, then stopped, remembering 
Valentine's admonition. 

“Lou.” Beatrice drew the syllable out slowly, her eyes 
glowing slightly. “Lou... what” 

Louise found her eyes held, trapped by the glowing orbs 
of the woman sitting over her. 

“Lou...” she whispered. 

"Be-ah-tri-che." Valentine spoke her name firmly, 
spacing the syllables evenly. 

Her spell broken, the woman turned to him, anger 


flame-: 


showing on her face 

“I Invoke Prior Claim,” Valentine said, formally. 

Beatrice’s eyes flashed fire, then she got up and flounced 
away. 

“What...” Louise shook her head, as if to clear it. 

“She was trying to Compel you to give her your name. 
‘That way, she could Claim you.” 

“As... you did.” 

“As I did,” Valentine agreed. “Butonly for your protec- 
tion.” He picked up his glass and drank about half the thick 
liquid remaining. 

Louise looked around the club before speaking again. 
“What would have happened if she had Claimed me?” 

“Impossible to say. She may have just fed from you. She 
may have gone further.” 

"She's— a Vampire?" 
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“Nothing,” Valentine said firmly. . “Yes. And not a particularly nice one, either.” He 
Marco lef finished his drink. 

“More to drink, folks?” Marco, the Troll, was beside 
them. 
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“Thank you.” As the Troll left, Valentine turned to 
Louise. “Care to dance?” 

“Well...” Louise glanced at the few couples already on 
the dance floor. They all seemed to be Human. “All right.” 

Valentine took her hand lightly but firmly into his own, 
then swung her into his arms. He was an exceptionally good 
dancer, she thought, as their steps blended. Then she got a 
close-up look at the combo and gasped, feet tripping all over 
themselves. 

Nalentine compensited’ moa NS 

The leader of the combo set down his... it’s... trumpet 
and stepped up to the microphone. Eyes closed, he crooned a 
song about the Moon and the desert and being alone with the 
oneyoulove. One hand—or paw—heldthemicrophone, the 
other was stretched out in front of him, talons flexing almost 
automatically. In a reflex move, Louise glanced down at his 
feet. He was wearing high-heeled boots. 

"He's... a wolf” she whispered. 

“A Werewolf,” Valentine replied. “They all are.” 

The number ended. ‘The dancers applauded politely, 
then Valentine led Louise back to their table, where two fresh 
drinks awaited them. 

“Convinced yet” Valentine asked. 

“I... Pm not sure. I have a million questions...” 

“It's only 8:30. Let me take you somewhere for dinner, 
andsecif can answer any,” Valentine said, drinking partof his 
drink. 

“Where?” 

Valentine smiled gently. “Somewhere completely Hu- 
man. I promise. Shall we?” He stood, offering her his arm. 

Louise set down her drink, untouched. “Yes,” she said, 
surprising herself. “I think I'd like that.” 

‘Across the small club, Beatrice glared as they left. 
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Icwasasmall, intimate, very exclusive French restaurant. 

As Valentine guided her past the couples waiting in line, 
Louise felt the maitre d’s eyes on her, and looked up, just as his 
eyebrows raised and his lip curled at her functional dark 
business suit and flatshoes. Then hiseyefellon Valentine, and 
he hurried forward, all smiles. 

“M. Valentine! "Ow very good to see you again, sir!” 

“ Bonsoir, Henri,” Valentine said, casily. “I know this is 
rather short notice, but do you have a private room available?” 

Henri thought for a moment, then snapped his fingers. 

“Ofcourse, M'sieu Valentine! This way!” Ignoring the 
glares of those waiting in line, he ushered them personally to a 
private room in the back of the restaurant. 

Theroom was, frankly, luxurious. Louise looked around, 
awed. This was neversomething she could afford onher salary! 

Valentine ushered her to the table, and pulled out her 
chair. As she seated herself, he said, “Will you permit me to 
order?” 

“I think you'd better!" she said, frankly. 

Valentine smiled. When the waiter arrived, he ordered 
rapidly and competently, in fluent French, a meal that had the 
waiter bowing and exclaiming over Valentine’s good taste. 
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The meal arrived, course following course, and Louise 
marvelled at the sensuous experience of it. “I’m in love!” she 
thought, then stopped, appalled. This man was a Vampire! Or 
thoughthe was... And which was worse? She looked across at 
Valentine, who had eaten very lightly. 

Finally, the meal was over. The waiter entered, and 
bowed. 

“Will there be anything more, sir?” 

“Yes.” Valentine stood. “Look at me.” 

The waiter looked up, and was transfixed, mesmerized 
by Valentine’s eyes, which, Louise realized with a start, were 
glowing deep red. 

Without another word being spoken, the waiter came 
slowly across the room to where Valentine stood. He opened 
his shirt, and tipped his head to one side, exposing his neck. 

Valentine bent over him, canines elongated and glisten- 
ing. He bit the man’s neck, and lapped delicately at the flow 
of blood. 

The waiter moaned, and swayed slightly. 

Valentine licked at the wounds, watching them close. 
Then he nodded. 

“Thank you.” 

"Thank you, sir." The waiter straightened his clothes, 
and left. 

“He... didn’t seem...” 

Valentine smiled, teeth carefully hidden. 

“I have fed here before. He is conditioned to accept it,” 
he said. 

“From... him?” 

“Yes. Many times.” 

“Will he... become a Vampire? When he dies?” 

“No. Itis a very complicated procedure, that cannot be 
entered into lightly nor forced upon another. Notall your fairy 
stories are true!” 

“Will you feed again tonight?” Louise asked. 

“No. When I feed regularly, I need no more thana pint 
in any one 24 hour period. The two glasses of nourishment I 
hadat the club were more than enough. Feeding from him was 
designed to be a demonstration for you. I took barely a 
teaspoonful. He'll never miss it." 

“You also eat solid food,” Louise said. 

“Very little. And very rarely. That was my first solid 
meal in over a week.” 

“Does it sustain you?” 

“es like junk food. Filling, but not nourishing. What 
you would call empty calories,” Valentine admitted. 

Louise thoughtback over the delicious meal she had just 
enjoyed, awed. 

“These rooms are designed for romantic encounters,” 
Valentine said, indicating the couch set along one wall. “Ie will 
be assumed that we are here for that purpose— we will not be 
disturbed again, now that the meal is over. So, fyou have any 
more questions. . 
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Louise Cavalier came into her office on the Johnson 
Space Center late the next morning. In fact, it was almost 11 
am. when she finally arrived. 

Her secretary, Abigail, stood as she came into the outer 
office. 

“You have meetings at Noon and at 4 on the Mars 
Project,” shesaid. “And General MacAllister called seven times 
already! I told him you were in conference.” 

“Damn.” Louise stifled a yawn. “Get me some coffee, 
please.” 

“Yes, Ma'am.” Abigail hurried to obey, as Louise 
stumbled into her office. 

Four cups of coffee later, she felt ready to face the day. 

The day was long, and hard, and tedious, and routine. 
Between meetings, and briefings, and long telephone conver- 
sations with General MacAllister— which consisted on her 
part of mostly "Yes, sir,’ and “no, sir,'— Louise found time to 
interview seven more applicants for the Mars Project, none of 
whom she found quite satisfactory. As the day wore on, she 
found herself glancing at the door more and more often, as if 
waiting for someone. 

At four-thirty, Abigail came into the office. 

“You said I could leave early today,” she reminded 
Louise. 

"That's right, I did.” Louise yawned. “All right, I'll see 
you tomorrow.” 

“Tomorrow, Ma’am?” the girl asked, puzzled. 
“Tomorrow's Saturday.” 

“Oh. Yes. That's right.” 

“If you need me, Ma'am, I can come in...” 

“No, that’s all right. I forgot. TIl see you Monday.” 

“Yes, Ma’am.” Abigail left quickly, before her boss could 
change her mind. 

Valentine walked into the office at six o'clock precisely. 

“Val!” Louise hurried around the desk to greet him, 
hands out. 

He smiled, showing a brief flash of canines. 

“Icameassoon as] could,” he said, taking her hands and 
kissing her cheek gently. 

“Tve missed you, Val.” 

“Tve missed you, too.” He held her to him briefly, then 
stepped back. “We have work to do.” 

700 “Yes.” Louise went to her desk, and took out a fresh ser 
of forms. “Now. What name do you want to use?” 

“Constantin Valentine.” 

“Date of Birth?” 

“May 14th, 1957.” 

“Let’s make that 1960,” Louise suggested. “That would 
make you 42, the optimum age. Place of birth?” 

“Paris, Tennessee?” Valentine suggested. 

Louise wrote it down. “American citizen?” 

“Of course.” 

“Can you prove it?” 

“Of course,” he said again, with a slight smile. 

“No, seriously.” 


“By tomorrow morning, I will have birth certificate, 
driver’s license, Social Security card, Passportand anythingelse 
necessary to prove that Constantin Valentine was born in Paris, 
Tennessee, on May 14th 1960, and has lived in the United 
States his entire life.” He was not joking. “What else do I 
need?” 

“A degree in science, from a good college, “ Louise said. 

“University of Tennessee. Baccalaureate in General 
Science, 1982. Master's Degrecin Astronomy with a minor in 
Psychology, 1984. Three years of coursework towards Doctor- 
ate, no thesis." 

“Why not?” Louise asked, writing busily. 

“No money. Also very few jobs open in astronomy at 
that time, so no history. Volunteer work at local planetaria, 
Girl and Boy Scout Troops, etc., but nothing paid.” 

“Where doyou derive your income from?” Louise asked. 

Valentine reeled off a string of fairly low- and medium- 
paying jobs, ranging from sales to substitute teaching. “All 
documented,” he finished. 

Louise laid down her pen, and looked across the desk at 


him. 

“These are all day jobs.” 

“Yes.” 

“I thought... thatis... you'rea...a Vampire. Vampires 
sleep all day.” 

“Yes.” 

"But... how...” 

“My doppelganger.” 

“Your...?” 


Valentine sighed. “Think of it this way,” he said. "It's 
not strictly accurate, but... While I— my body— sleeps, my 
essence is able to take on life, and move about in the world. 
That way, I'm able to establish daytime existence.” 

“I've never heard of that before.” 

Valentine smiled. “How many other Vampires have you 
interviewed?” 

“Well, none,” she admitted. "But the books, the mov- 
ies—” 

“Bram Stoker met a young and inexperienced Vampire 
in Transylvania. The rest of your fantasies are taken from his 
accounts, which is only marginally accurate, at best,” Valentine 
said, firmly. “Dracula likely didn’t know about the 
doppelganger. It rarely occurs before the 500th year after 
Transubstantiation." 

“After— becoming a Vampire?” 

"After starting to become a Vampire, yes." 

“How long does it take?” 

Valentine shrugged. “Ie varies from individual to indi- 
vidual.” 

“In your case?” she persisted. 

Valentine smiled, canines showing clearly. “Louise. 
Darling,” he drawled, “That's a... highly personal question.” 

Louise Cavalier shivered. 

“Have you ever, that is, been convicted of a crime?" she 
asked, taking refuge in the form. 

“Never.” 
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“Do you wantthetruth, Louise?” Valentine interrupted. 

“Not for this.” She gestured at the form. 

“Ah. A woman's curiosity.” He sighed again. “I have 
been many places, done many things in the last seven and a half 
centuries. Naturally, nor all of them have been fully legal. But. 
You asked me if I have ever been convicted of a crime. My 
answer stands. Never.” 

“Acquitted?” 

“Never.” 

“Charged?” 

“No, Louise. Never.” 

“We will have to check your background with the F.B.I. 
the C.LA., the Secret Service...” She pulled a stiff card from 
the application packet. “Pll need your fingerprints.” 

“I don't have any.” 

“You don’t... Val! How can I approve you for mission 
training if we can’t check your background?” Louise cried. 

“Givemetheclearance forms. I'll have them back to you 
tomorrow night, in perfect order.” 

Silently, Louise handed him the small packet of forms, 
which he placed into an inside pocket. 

“Is chat all, for now? I have a lot to accomplish.” 

“I thought...” 

“Yes?” = y 

“I thought we'd spend some time together. [hardly 
know you,” Louise said, amazed at her own boldness. 

Valentine stood, and came around the desk. He bent 
over her, and kissed her gently. 

“You are very beautiful, and very desirable woman,” he 
said softly. “And you hayea wonderful, full life ahead of you. 
We will see each other again; I promise. ‚Many times. Butnot 
tonight. Goodnight, my darling.” His lips brushed hers again: 

“Val?” Louise said, eyes closed. Then, again, “Val?” 

There was no answer. 

She sat bolt upright, in the office chair in which— 
unaccountably— she had been slumping 

The room was enipty. 

Louise stood; quickly. Slipping her shoes back on, she 
reached for her coat and purse, chen walked rapidly from the 
office. x 

“Working late, Miss Cavalier?” 

“Who... oh. George. You startled me. Yes. Ah... what 

time is ir?” Sx 


The janitor leaned his mop against the valland checked 


Heavens! Pd no idea...” Eyes suddenly wide, she put 
her hand tothe side of her throat 


something wrong, Ma'am?” i E 


NG Nothing" Quickly she turned; hurried back into 
her office.“ *: 
Onie there, she went to the small attached bathroom 


and carefully, carefully! inspected both sides of her throatih the 


mirror. 


Nothing. 


Louise breathed a sigh of relief. After all, she had only 
Val's word... And yet, the waiter in the restaurant... But it 
could have been a put up job, couldn't it? Planned in advance? 
But so expensive... 

Still wondering, Louise went outof the office, and down 
to her car, which stood alone in the parking lot. 
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Monday morning, 8:30 a.m. 

Louise had already been at her desk for an hour and a 
half, when the packet arrived by special messenger. 

A complete set of high-level security clearances, all 
properly signed and stamped, for one Valentine, comma, 
Constantin, comma, Trainee Astronaut. 

Also included was a note from General MacAllister, 
stating that Valentine would be starting training the next week, 
and commending ‘Louise for her speed and efficiency in 
completing this part of her assignment. 

Louise sighed, putting the file away. Now she would 
have no excuse to see Val again. Dully, she turned to the first 
of the files awaiting her, determined to geras much work done 
as possible. - 

Pe was, ageinwety late when Louise left her office that 
night. After a full day, including a sketchy lunch at her desk, 
she was ready for a meal, a drink and a good night's sleep. 

George the janitor was in his accustomed place, mop- 
ping the floor outside her office: » 

“Mind your footing, Ma'am;" he warned. “It’s still a bit 


sippy” à 


dv 


"Cavalier. 


Folie modai an eel D on her way o her car 
which suddenly seemed to be a lot farther from the building 
than she had left it. 

Behind her, in the. shadows, a small sound, as if someone 


2% Who's there?” she called. 
“Who's there?” theshadows mocked, che soundsceming 
to bounce eerily around her. 


“Who is it?" the shadows repeated. 
Louise backed up a step, towards her car. 

“Who are you?” 

“Who are you?” 

“Tam Louise Cavalier, Chief: Recruiter for the National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration,” she said firmly. “Now, 
show yourself, before I call a guard:and have you arrested for 
trespass and malicious mischief” 

“Louise... Cavalier" The shadows em "Louise 
” A sudden mist swirled around Louisé,:then thick- 
éned, coalesced, solidifyingin front ofher. "Lookat me, Louise 
Cavalier. Look into my eyes." 

Startled, Louise looked up, into the glowing golden eyes 
of the Female Vampire, Beatrice. 

“Vouige Cavalier,” Beatrice whispered) voice’ threbbing 
with anticipation. 
Louise took a slow step forward. 
[2^] > 


[7^] 


38 


Tad 


January 1992 


Valentine was staring into his half-full glass of nourish- 
ment, brooding, when there was a sudden commotion at the. 
outer door. 

As heads turned, the combo started playing louder. 

After some brief shouting, and some sustained rumbling 
from Marco, the Troll doorman, the fuss seemed to die down 
somewhat. 

Then Marco lumbered across the room, and leaned 
heavily on Val's table, almost slopping his drinkin the process. 

“Kid outside,” he rumbled. “Insists on seeing you.” 

“All right.” Val finished his drink, and left. 

“Msieu Marrone? Over here.” 

Val stiffened. 

“Tve been looking for you everywhere.” The shape in 
the shadows stepped forward slightly. 

Val relaxed. “Tve asked you not to call me that any 
more,” he said. “It’s ‘Mr. Valentine’ now. What's wrong? 
Shouldn’t you be at work?” 

“Tes Miss Cavalier, Mr. Valentine.” George, the NASA 
janitor, stepped full into the light from the streetlamp. 
“Beatrice’s got her.” 

“What? Where? What happened? Where are they 
now?” Valentine rapped out. 

“I don't know. Miss Cavalier worked late— Beatrice 
was waiting for her. She played the Echo Game, you know the 
one. Miss Cavalier gave her name, and Beatrice took over.” 

“Where did they go? Where did she take her?” 

“I told you, I don't know. She had the whole group of 
them there with her. They swooped around Miss Cavalier, 
then took off. I called in sick, and came looking for you.” 

“How quickly can you get back there?” Val asked. 

“I can move at about a quarter your speed. If you want 
me to go any faster, you'll, you'll have to carry me.” 

Val snapped his fingers, impatient. "You'd better not 
panic this time,” he said, “I’m in a hurry.” 

“I'm ready.” George stood stiffly, eyes closed. 

Valentine flowed forward, merging with the night. As 
he stretched his arms towards George, they seemed to elongate, 
changing shape. A deep shadow stretched from Val’s wrists, 
down and in towards his sides and legs. As he reached George, 
his arms went around the younger man, and his head came 
forward. 

Within seconds, the two were swallowed up into the 
blackness of the night, a 


f they had never existed. 
ea ena ea 


Louise was lost. 

Allaround her, a rich golden glow suffused, imbuing her 
surroundings with warmth and light. 

She lay on her back— she thought. She was warm, 
comfortable. An even temperature. Her eyes... were neither 
closed nor open, yet she perceived, clearly, the slow swirling 
and eddying of the golden glow about her. She was... naked? 
Bathed in a total, indefinable ambiance of comfort and well- 
being. Beside her, around her, birds twittered softly, providing 
a delicate counterpoint to the luminescence enfolding her. 

“Pye never had a Mortal before.” 
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“Sssh! You'll wake her!” 

“Oh, she can’t hear us!” 

“Yes she can,” Beatrice said softly. “But she can’t 
understand us. Can you, Louise?” 

Louise stirred slightly, on the couch, as if responding to 
her name. Her breathing deepened slightly. 

“Will you wake her? So we can feed?” 

Beatrice turned. Clustered at the footof the couch were 
a number of what appeared to be young females, in their 
twenties, dressed all in white. 

“Not yet,” Beatrice decided. "I'll let you have a taste, 
first— I said, a taste! There isn’t enough to feed all of us!” 

“Me first!” 

“No, me!” 

“Mel Me!” 

"That's not fair...” 

"Stop" Beatrice flung up one hand. "You will go in 
order, eldest first, as usual! And if I hear any more com- 
plaints...” 

With some more muttering, the group resolved itself 
into a line of comely young maidens. 

Beatrice bent over Louise’s naked body and bit deeply 
into her neck. Louise moaned slightly, perceiving the bite as a 
minor discomfort. Beatrice drank, then straightened up, lips 
bloodstained. She beckoned the first girl forward. 

“Remember, just a taste,” she warned. 

The girl nodded, bending forward. Placing her lips 
against the punctures in Louise’s neck, she drank, eyes closed, 
revelling in the warm sweetness of the woman's blood. 

"Enough," Beatrice said. She beckoned the next one 
forward. 

Louise felt a delicious lassitude creep over her. She 
relaxed, deeper, sinking into the golden cloud that supported 
her. 

As the sixth lamia straightened up, Beatrice checked 
Louise expertly, then flung a cover over her. 

"Let her rest, now,” she said. “Tomorrow, I'll show you 
what Fear tastes like.” 


333% 


Touch 39 


Se 3 4 
Ld >; 
m 4 
le 3 S 


y 7 
[Neve NN 


f (qi! 


We 


ENT rea „X 
KONG OA DA. BE, 


40 Teuh January 1992 


REILA 


by Jefferson Swycaffer 
art by Brian O'Connell 


Reila’s long ears drooped in dismay. Her storage vault 
had been burgled again. She let the lid fall— it clacked back 
into place with a frigid, metallic bang—and stamped her foot 
in fury on the lock. 

What good was it, she cursed, maintaining a vault if 
anyone who came along could take just anything from it? 

She looked around, hoping to spy out her thieves. Under 
a grey-iron sky-ceiling, between curtain-like walls as far away 
as the horizon, the whole of the world-room’s rippling land- 
scape swirled vigorously up and away, up and away. 

Large brown boles, their leafy branches vibrating, grated 
past one another along the cast side of the vale. Their roar was 
louder today than it had been yesterday. Certainly no one had 
come or gone that way; they d have been scissored into limbs 
and leather. 

Reila’s cousins toiled in another direction, plucking 
sweets from the receding sands. She saw them stooping in the 
distance, kneeling to steal an occasional nibble. The burglars 
couldr'thave gone past them without being noticed... not that 
her cousins would lifta finger to stop anyone from trespassing. 

It was infuriating. She felt smarter this day than on any 
day in past memory; it would have been the perfect time to get 
some work done. The Toucan god would have been proud of 
her... 

Reila ground her bare heel into the vault-door lock one 
last time, then began walking up the slope. 

A hot wind, followed by acold puffofintoxicating mists, 
ruffled her fur. She was white today, and covered in fur, an 
improvementafter yesterday's embarrassinggrey-and-tan hide, 
painfully splorched with tiny bald patches. On the other hand, 
today had also brought a painful erotic need which she hadn't 
yet had time to slake. 

“Pain and rot to all their lower body parts!” she swore. 
The curse was not meant figuratively. Lowering her shoulders, 
she began to march purposefully down the gravel trough in the 
only direction remaining. Ifshe found the people who'd looted 
her vault, it would go hard for them, bitter hard. 

Or else, she sighed unhappily, her other needs would 
overwhelm her and everything would be very friendly indeed. 

She wrinkled her nose in distaste. She hoped that 
tomorrow would bring murder-wrath and blood-rage, and the 
strength to do something about it. 

No signs remained in the gravel to show her who'd taken 
her tools. She bene low, sniffing at the water seeping up 
through the trail. Iwas fresh, untainted, rich with undissolved 
sweets. She brushed the gravel away and scooped up a handful, 
lapping at it slowly with her tongue. 


“Have you learned anything today?” asked a low, placid, 
unemotional voice. Reila, straightening quickly, looked around, 
but saw no one. Left. Right. Above. Behind. 

Melting up out of the ground, coalescing from muddy 
liquid, the all-black Toucan god materialized before her. 

Bird-shaped, black, as if he'd dyed himself in swamp 
water until it had become the permanent color of his feathers, 
he was the only person in the whole of the world-room that 
never changed from day to day. To Reila’s knowledge, he was 
the only thing that didn’t change. 

“I haven't had a chance," Reila complained to him. She 
didn't ask how he knew who she was. He knew things. He 
didn’t change. He called himselfa god. How could she, even 
on her smartest days, argue with him? 

“You have the lightof intelligence in youreyes,” he said. 
As always, his voice was calm and perfectly even. His own 
onyx-black eyes gleamed with an alien intelligence all his ovn. 

“Yes... But my tools are gone! Stolen!" “I wonder who 
could have taken them," the Toucan god said, so drily thateven 
Reila, his disciple in the quest for wisdom, was touched by a 
momentary qualm of doubt. 

“I don't know.” She bowed her head in contrition. 
“Follow me,” the bird-spirit commanded. “This way.” Tilting 
his beak up and over his shoulder with aquick, agile flip of his 
neck and head. He leaped into the air and was gone. 

Reila hastened in the direction he indicated. /m only 
trying to learn, she thought as she ran. Why would anyone steal 
my tools? Do people hate me because I draw up patterns? Do they 
think Im going to control the shape of their days? 

Itwas funny. Ifherfriendsand neighbors hadsimply left 
her alone, she might have given up on the Toucan god’s weird 
talk of scholarship. By stealing away her tools and notes each 
time, they'd merely strengthened her resolve. 

But what have I learned? she asked herself bitterly. Ev- 
erything she'd studied had only increased her awareness of her 
own ignorance. 

A hill subsided, then began to rise again. Reila had to 
hurry. She bounded forward, her legs lengthening, That was 
fortunate. The last time she'd needed to run, her legs had 
turned all floppy and wiggling, like hair, like water, or like the 
meaningless patterns of the days. 

A cluster of groundswells ranged over the sward, their 
shadows criss-crossing in ccrie pattems. Reila never faltered in 
her race, but ran right into the rising and falling ridges, 
mindless of the danger. 

Even as she ran, even with her blood fired with a thirst 
for knowledge and a lust that weakened her thighs as she ran, 
she paid attention to the direction taken by the swells. Only by 
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observation, on those days her intellect would permit it, could 
she ever hope to learn the ways of the world-room's days. A 
faint pulse of excitement found room in her pounding heart. 

I love the days I'm allowed to be smart! She wished that 
they never had to end. 

Ahead, a bank of vacuums loomed up, opaque and 
steaming. Reila shook her head and kept running. The grass 
of the sward gave way to bare, slippery stone, and then to awet, 
sąuishing marsh of ankle-deep water. Every step sent up 
crystalline sprays of tea-dark water, which froze in mid-air to 
form lacy fans of ice. Evaporating a moment later into mists, 
they hung behind Reila like white puffs of steam along her 
path. 

Trees, low and knobby, loomed up on all sides. The 
swamp darkened. Reila foundered, submerged for a moment 
in the foul, leaf-smelling water. Snails raised spherical eyes on. 
thin stalks, watching incuriously as she clambered up on a dry 
bank. 

Frowning, she began to clean her fur of mud and 
congealed clay and water. Overhead, the sky, visible in the 
spaces between the star-shaped leaves of the dark, twisted trees, 
turned asoft, grassy green. 

“That way,” a low, casual voice suggested. 

Reila looked around. Sitting in the water, the way achild 
will sit in a pool, the Toucan god tilted his long beak at her. 

“Do you want to know who took your tools?” 

“Yes!” 

“No.” The Toucan god contradicted, speaking in his 
still, lat voice. 

“Ido!” 

“You want your tools, not the one who took them.” 

Reila grinned ferociously, oras ferociously as she could, 
given the gentle, lapine features of the face she wore today. “I 
want to catch the thief, too.” i 

The Toucan god paused fora moment, then peered at 
her out of his other cyc. “You want the tools more. Moreover, 
you also want to learn how the world-room is made. Don’tyou 
want to learn the truth?” 

Reila, confused, couldn’tdeny it. She craved knowledge 
more deeply than any other appetite’s gnawing hunger hadever 
touched her. The Toucan god, when he deigned to speak, 
could be either a wonderful prophet— sometimes, he even 
predicted what the next day or days would bring— or a 
mischievous liar. He always looked the same, however, and so 
he must have had some sort of power over the changing days. 

He’d helped her startto obtain tools, tools that hinted at 
predictable patterns hiding behind the changing shapes of the 
world-room. He’d told her how to make a storage vault that 
wouldn't be gone with the next daybreak. Sometimes, she felt 
he was the only real friend she had. 

“Yes. I want to learn the truth. Will it be hard to find 
new tools?” she asked. 

“Wrong question,” the Toucan god placidly answered. 
His words, she noticed, never quite coincided with the way his 
beak moved. lt was such a simple observation, but before 


making it, no one had been aware of the fact chat mouths and 
words worked together. What else, Reila wondered, was 
correlated, that no one had ever noticed? 

“What is the correct question?” 

“Ask me if you need to find new tools.” 

“Well... do I need to find new tools?” 

“Wrong question.” The Toucan god looked at her 
without visible emotion in his eyes. 

Reilablinked. Something was wrong with thesequence— 
the seguence—of questions and answers. Question andanswer; 
cause and effect. The unusual nature of logical thought was 
difficult for her to grasp... 

Behind her, the trees began to sink down into the mire, 
their trunks straightening and becoming slender. From above, 
the leaves rained down, taking root wherever they landed on 
bare dirt. Soon, Reilasaton a bright, grassy island in the middle 
ofa quietly gurgling watercourse. Other islands could be seen 
on all sides, across streams and ponds just too broad for her to 
leap. In the farthest distance, a mainland rose up and up, its 
chalky cliffs growing longer, foot by foot. The sky, she now 
saw, was a lovely glowing blue. In its light, her fur shone whiter 
and softer than she’d ever known it. 

“What is the correct question?” she asked again. 

“Ask me if you need tools to find truth.” 

Obediently, although her thoughts trended down dif 
ferent pathsentirely, sheasked. “Do I need tools to find truth?” 

“Wrong question.” 

“How do I learn?” she asked, frustrated and impatient. 
“What do I do to find out? Why don't you change from day 
today? How can I stay smart, even tomorrow, when I will be 
someone else?” 

“Do you want to know?” 

“Yes!” She bounded erect, her long ears stiff and straight, 
her legs quivering with eagerness. 

“Wrong answer,” the Toucan god said, his voicesoftand 
almost sad. “Here...” 

He spread black wings and took flight, flapping about 
her in tight loops, his wings buffeting her ears each time he 
went around. On one pass, he reached out quickly with his 
beak and pecked at her, sharply, once, on the very top of her 
head, directly between her ears. 

"Ouch!" She blinked at him. “Why did you do that?” 

He didn’t answer. Reila saw why: a slender, glowing 
strand of golden light ran from his beak to her scalp. It was no 
thicker than a hair, a single perfect yellow filament almost too 
thin to be seen. 

“Whats that?” She reached out, trying to grasp the 
strand. It evaded her touch, or else was so thin as to lack firm 
tangibility. She was about to ask another question— doubtless 
a "Wrong question,” as the Toucan god would have told her— 
when the island sank into the swamp, taking her with it. 

Te broke up swiftly in the rushing water, crumbling into 
muddy fragments. The chunks, dissolving, whirled about as 
they shot down the funnel of the sinkhole. Reila, having never 
seen a maelstrom, didn’t know whether or not to be afraid. 
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Before she could make up her mind, she had disappeared into 
the bottom of the swamp, down into the watery, muddy hole 
where the island had been. 

Then, down through shadowy caverns, strung wall-to- 
wall with ash-white webs, she fell. About her, splashing, 
spreading oucinco a huge, diffuse, airy spray, the water fell also. 
The muddy drops scattered, bounced, caught the light, and 
broke into finer and finer droplets. 

Reila had never fallen so far. She wondered, idly, ifitwas 
supposed to be so exhilarating. She tucked her legs tightly up 
under her, and spread her arms wide. The air, rushing swiftly 
past, tickled her and cooled her. The sensation was very 
pleasing; she didn’t resist ic. 

Above her, as if unreeling from an immense spool, the 
fine golden thread spun out, whipping back and forth with 
speed. She wondered if it connected her to the Toucan god, 
and, if so, what it meant. 

Below, a pale, circular membrane, very much like a 
drumhead, approached with dizzying speed. Reila, twisting 
about in midair, looked at it in wonderment. The impact, 
when she struck it, was surprisingly forceful. The membrane 
tore across with a loud, rubbery snap. 

Reila fell only a little further, into piercing, unexpected 
brightness. 
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Allen Mayerovik wondered, later, what might have 
happened if he'd gone to work, as he'd ought. 

He stood, in sandals and shorts, his shirt unbuttoned, 
sprinkling his garden with a too-short, slightly leaky rubber 
hose. Dark glasses and a floppy hat completed his informal 
attire. Dark glasses, ahat, and asilvery ring on one finger, ating 
that signified absolutely nothing. He'd tried it on once in a 
jewelry store, and had never been able to get it off again. 

Take away the sunglasses and the hat, and Allen 
Mayerovik was a pleasant-looking man, tall, not too noticeably 
overweight, in the middle third of the middle seventh of hislife. 
Sun-lightened blond hair, slightly too long, straggled over his 
ears; watery blue eyes looked out at the world about him wich 
bland approval. 

Take away the ring, and he would have been a different 
man entirely. 

He was supposed to be at work today. He liked his job, 
but among the things he liked best was the fact that he had the 
latitude to play hooky now and then. A machine-language 
computer programmer, he designed video games forthe Seagull’ 
home game system from the Halcyon Computer Company. 
He was proudest of Zapper Rapper, a musical little shoot-em- 
up with some clever and innovative strategies for the player to 
discover. Hed hidden away a handful of “easter eggs” in it as 
well: screens that displayed “secret messages” when certain 
unlikely conditions were met. 

Instead, he'd stayed home today to work in his garden. 
The sunlight in Santa Carla, California, was harsh at the best 
of times. Now, in the middle ofa long, dry summer, his plants 
were suffering. 


Not the geraniums, of course. He nodded happily 
toward them, and inhaled the sharp, herbal scent of their 
leaves. They were ornamental weeds, really: hard to kill. Nor 
the roses, thirstier for sun than for water. And although some 
of their needles were a bitbrown, the row of young pines along 
the rear fence was doing well, Given time, they would be tall, 
green, and stately some day. 

He was worried about the irises. They were finicky. 

Pushing his sunglasses down a bit and looking over the 
top of the lenses, he assayed the state of the ground in the iris 
beds. Wet enough. Nice and crumbly. A screen-and-trellis 
arrangement, covered with jasmine creepers, gave just the right 
amount of shade. ; 

The waxy green sword-blades ought to bloom. They 
simply ought to bloom. 

Allen laughed to himself. Maybe they were staying 
home from work also. 

A cloud darkened the sun. He looked up. A drop of 
water struck him on the nose. He frowned. Something was... 

Mud and water, a sudden torrent, as if a flash-flood 
mudslide had slid down from some impossible overhead 
source. Allen ducked, lifting his hands to ward his head from 
the sudden deluge. Large gobbets of slick, reeking mud fell 
with wet, plopping sounds. He and his irises were splattered 
and stained. 


As quickly as it had begun, the peculiar, Fortean flood 


was over. 
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Allen looked up into a clear, sun-burned sky. Could an 
airplane, passing overhead, have emptied its holding tanks? He 
sniffed at the mud that dripped, oozing from his hair. It had 
astench to it, not of the sewers, but rather like a deep, tidewater 
swamp. 

He turned, about to head indoors fora quick shower and 
change of clothing, when one of the larger chunks of mud 
began to move. There was something mixed up in it. 

There was someone mixed up in it... 

While Allen watched, astonished and horrified, the 
mud-bedraggled figure rolled overandsat up. It— she— might 
have been the pilot of an airplane, having bailed out with no 
parachute. But no pilot that Allen had ever heard of had long, 
rabbit-like ears atop her head. They straightened, those ears, 
first the oneon the right, then the oneon the left, although the 
latter drooped a little. Her eyes opened. 

"Ouch," Reila said. 

“My God,” Allen whispered. 

Sitting spread-legged in the middle of his iris bed, a 
woman— or a rabbit— or a woman who was a rabbit — or— 

Allen shook his head to clear it. Reila, made filthy by the 
mud, did the same. She took in a deep, steadying sigh, and 
climbed to her feet. Allen’s eyes widened, and the gasp he 
inhaled was anything but steadying. 

Not counting the ears, she was over six feet tall, with 
most of her height in her legs. I'd like to see her sprint the 500, 
he thought, half-crazily. He still couldn’t tell, other than 
obviously female, what she was. Too attenuated, too slender, 
too clearly a biped to be a rabbit, she was covered in soft, mud- 
stained white fur. Her feet, he noticed, were huge... 

“I hope you're not here for my garden,” he babbled. 
Gardeners and rabbits were natural antagonists. 

She smiled at him quickly. “Hello. No, Pm not. My 
name is Reila,” she said, with such ease that falling from the sky 
might have been an everyday occurrence with her. 

"Where are you from?" 

“Hm?” She looked at him as ifhe'd asked a particularly 
foolish question. “I’m from... Look out!” She'd seen 
something over her shoulder that affrighted her. With that 
quick warning cry, she leaped powerfully forward, bearing 
Allen to the ground. They skidded for a few feet through the 
mud and wet grass of his lawn and garden. 

Looking frantically around his yard, into the sky, and in. 
every other direction he could think of, he saw nothing more 
menacing than some dry leaves on the Hibiscus near the corner 
of the fence. 

“What was it?” he asked. 

“The... The...” Reila frowned. She stood, releasing 
Allen from her weight. "Those." She pointed to the young 
pine trees. 

Allen lifted an eyebrow. “The Pines?” 

"They're just standing there.” 

Allen lifted the other eyebrow. “They do that.” 

“Oh.” Reilanodded, accepting thatexplanation with no 
further qualms. 


“What do trees do where you come from?” he asked. 

“They move around.” She looked at him as if amazed 
that no one had heard of such a thing. “When they grind 
against each other, if you're between them, you get killed.” 

“Oh...” Allen was having difficultyin not staring ather. 
She was unquestionably the most unusual person he'd ever 
seen. As he looked, something caught his cyc. He looked for 
it, lost it, and then found it again. “You've got something in 
your hair...” 


Itwasa faint, gleaming line, as faint as a single strand of 
spider-web, leading upward from her head. He found that it 
disappeared when he looked directly at it, but could see it best 
when he looked for it from the corner of his eye. 

“Oh, don’t worry about that. It’s something that the 
Toucan god did, although I don’t know why.” 

Allen swallowed, and quickly looked away. He'd been 
brought up a good Methodist, and had learned to shun 
discussions of religious preferences. When he looked again, the 
feeble line of golden light was still there, awavering thread that 
led upward into the air. He couldn't follow it for more than a 
few feet before losing it against the sky. 

At a loss for anything else to do, Allen bent and picked 
up the garden hose. It seemed the reasonable thing to do to 
direct the stream of running water outwhere Reila could wash 
herself if she wished. She flashed him a bright smile of thanks 
and cleaned herself of all the remaining mud and dank swamp- 
water. During the process, every part of her body was exposed 
to him. Her fur, when wetand matted flat, revealed her supple 
musculature and lissome curves. 

They regarded each other for amoment. A crafty grin 
stole over Reila's face. She put a damp hand on his shoulder 
and stared meaningfully into his eyes. 

“So. You wanna?” 

He wasn’t about to pretend to misunderstand what she 
meant. Furthermore, a part of him very much did “wanna,” 
but right now, with the mysteries of her nature and her arrival 
uppermost in his mind, he was damned if he'd let himself be 
distracted. “Later,” he murmured. More forcefully, “Who the 
hell are you?” 

She straightened. “I told you. I'm Reila.” 

The impasse might have continued in this vein for a 
while longer. Reila, however, looked over Allcn’s shoulder, and 
laughed at what she saw. It was a bright, high, unaffected 
laugh, like a child’s. 

“Look! There's someone who looks just like you!” 

Allen turned around to look. His neighbor, Mr. Mhai, 
was peering curiously at them from his screened-in porch. 

“Let’s go inside,” Allen hissed. He pushed Reila ahead 
of him through the open sliding-glass door and into his house. 
Reila resisted for a moment, then assented to go indoors with 
him. As he drew the curtains, Allen saw Mr. Mhai leaning on 
the handle of his broom, a bemused look on his face. 

Allen’s house was comfortably messy. His motto might 
have been “A place for everything, and everything somewhere 
near its place.” Books, in topplingly-high stacks, occupied 
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most of the chairs and filled the sofa as cream fills an open- 
topped eclair. No fewer than five computers dotted the living 
room, the softblue and green glow from their screens filling the 
room with a gentle, undersea light. Papers were strewn on 
dining table, coffee-table, card-table, and floor. 

‘One note of grace, lightened the otherwise shabby and 
careless tone: eight large, colorful posters hung on the walls, 
accented by trim, modernistic silver frames. They were the 
advertising posters for Allen’s “Seagull-system” games. 

“Tl get towels,” Allen said, and ducked into the kitchen— 
where else?— returning quickly with two large bathroom 
towels. He cleaned and dried himself; Reila energetically 
towelled herself until her fur gleamed, pale and dry and ever so 
fluffy. 

Standing, strolling about, looking at all she.saw, Reila 
suddenly stopped. “Oh!” She laughed brightly, and bent and 
scooped up aglossy news magazine from the floor. She pointed 
to the cover. "Here's another person who looks just like you!" 
Her amusement couldn’t have been greater. 

Allen squinted for a closer look. It was the President of 
the United States. Allen began to worry. Reila opened the 
magazine. “And another!” The Mayor of the city of Santa 
Carla, who, in addition to looking very little like Allen 
Mayerovik, was also a woman. 

Reila flipped through the magazine, finding more and 
more people who looked just like Allen. By the tenth look- 
alike, she had begun to frown. Allen took the magazine from 
her. 

“Who are you?” he asked, as softly as he could. 

She turned to him, stepped closer, and melted into his 
arms. “I told you. I told you twice. I’m Reila. You're as bad 
as the Toucan god!” 

Allen’s worries strengthened. He sought to disengage 
himself from her embrace, which was difficult, as her whole 
body seemed to press against his with an almost magnetic 
attraction. She was wearing no clothing atall, and he was aware 
of how little protection his shorts and unbuttoned shirt gave 
him. 

“Where are you from?” he asked. 

“The world-room. Where else?” 

Where else indeed? 

Allen pushed her gently from him, and cleared a space 
for her to sit. She looked at the sofa in amazement, as if itwere 
the most unusual machine she had ever seen in her life. It took 
her quite some time to learn to trust it with her weight. 

For the next few hours they had what the diplomats 
would have called “frank and earnest discussions." Reila 
listened, for the most part, occasionally springing up from the 
chair and pacing the room with boundless energy. Allen 
explained, as best he could, how the world worked. He listened 
in open-mouthed disbelief, to Reila’s account of her own 
world. 


By sundown, they had begun to figure out, in the 
broadest terms, how their two worlds differed. Reila sat close 
against him, her fur warm against his skin, and softer than he 
would have imagined. She wanted more than merely to talk. 

Allen had been lonely much of his life. He didn’t resist 
Reila’s overtures as forcefully as he might have. She put her 
hands places that he wasn’t accustomed to having touched, and 
before long, the word “No” faded from his vocabulary. 

Technically speaking, it was rape. “Date rape,” as the 
idiom of the times would have it. Allen wasn’t about to lodge 
a complaint. 

She took off his clothes the way a child would unwrap a 
gifton Christmas morning. They started toward the bedroom, 
but didn't get that far. Their passion was reflected in the glass 
frames of the posters, illuminated by the soft glow from the 
watching computers. 


e e e^ 


In the morning, Reila awakened Allen with a series of 
urgent little shakes at his shoulder. 

"What's wrong?” he asked blearily. A“morning person," 
he was not. 

“Tm still...” She ran her hands down her torso and 
thighs. "I'm still who I was." 

“What else should you be?” Allen leaned up on one 
elbow. They'd slepttogether on the living room floor; now, he 
was regretting it, although the impulsive nature of their love 
had been both cathartic and voluptuous. Strange whorling 
patterns indented his skin, pressed there by the shag carpet. 

“I could be anyone... or anything. I’ve been low, 
rounded, stupid, hairless, and gooey. I've been tall, slender, 
strong, scaly, and fierce.” She looked at him helplessly. “I’m 
different— different— every day. Now...” She looked down 
at herself, as if unable to accept the body she wore. 

“I'm trapped...” 

The storm of her tears was a brief one. She held him 
tightly, melting into him in an embrace that was sensual, 
blissful, exciting and relaxing, all at once. 

Their lips met. Allen wiped the dampness of her tears 
from the soft, fine fur of her face. He felt the quick, strong 
beating of her heart. Passion re-awakened. 

Later, hungerawakened as well. Allen, once dressed and 
shaved, tried her out on several different kinds of breakfast 
foods. 

She was most pleased with oatmeal and raisins, and she 
couldn’tgether ill of orange juice. The flavor made her laugh; 
she couldn't explain why, but it struck her as outrageously 
funny. She couldn't drink more than half a glass without 
breaking out in new peals of laughter. She ended up drinking 
nearly three quarts before Allen made her stop. 

Then, with the rising temperatures of another summer's 
day, their conversation turned serious again. 

“Do you want to change?” 
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She sighed, a little sadly. “No. Not really. It's been so 
long— so long — since Iwas someone I wanted to be. It makes 
itso hard to think, when I wake up astupid person! I was trying 
to learn. I wanted to see if there were things that didn’t 
change.” 

“You sound like a scientist,” he said with a grin. 

She didn’t smile back. “What is that?” 

“Someone who tries to find the truth, the underlying 
rules and laws of the universe.” 

“Asci...” She frowned, and tried again. “A scientist.” 
Then, with a snap that nearly left her ears behind, she turned 
to him. “What do you mean, ‘underlying rules and laws?" 

Hewas nearly helpless before the intensity oFher question. 
“Science,” he stammered, “is a way of trying to find che truth. 
To explain the world. You look for the constants... the things 
that don’t change.” 

“Things that don’t change...” Reila wrestled with the 
concept. 

“Yes. Or things that change in predictable ways.” 

“Predictable?” 

“Well, gravity, for instance. On earth, we really got our 
start in science by observing how things fall when they're 
dropped. Is there gravity where you come from?” he asked. 
“When you drop things, do they fall downward?” 

She looked at him pityingly. “Well, ofcourse! How else 
would they fall?” 

Allen flushed, and didn’t answer. 

Reila, unable to sit for long in one place, had found a 
video game on one of his computers. She began fiddling 
around with it in a curious, idle sort of way. As soon as she 
worked out how tocontrol the movementsof the icons with the 
joystick, her attention was caught. The game ended, with her 
“lives” used up, with a score that was too low to be posted to 
the winners list, but higher than one might expect from afırst- 
time player. 

“What is this?” she asked. 

“Iesagame.” Heswelled upa bit with pride. “Idesigned 
it. Ies called ‘Rage Racer.’ The little guy there— " he pointed 
to the figure on the screen “— goes faster, the madder he gets. 
And that increases his proficiency with his batdeaxe." 

Reila's head jerked up. "Fighting makes him angry?" she 
asked. 

"Yes." 

“And it makes him more able to fight?” 

“Yes.” 

Her eyes unfocused. “The more he fights... the more 
he isable to fight? That’sa... That’s a...” Reila’s face twisted 
up in her effort to concentrate. “Its a pattern! It’s a shape! Its 
a...” She shook her head. Looking at Allen with an expression 
near to desperation, she asked, “Is it an ‘underlying rule and 
law?” 

“A rule? I guess you could call it char.” 

“Am I a scientist?” 


He laughed. “I’m certain of it.” 


“Oh...” For Reila, itwas too much to take in, all at once. 
But she knew she liked it, since it was something that Allen 
liked. Most of her qualms faded into a sense of assurance. 

Striding to the window, she twitched the curtains wide, 
looking out gleefully into che street. Allen jumped up from his 
chair and dragged her back, lest she could be seen. 

Ashe straightened the curtains, he glimpsed the frowning 
face of Mr. Mhai, peering nearsightedly from awindow. What 
had he seen? What would he do? 

“All that light!" Reila exclaimed in amazement. “It’s still 
there. And the sky is still blue." She looked down at the 
carpeted floor under her feet, which hadn't bulged, dropped, 
tilted, or changed texture since she’d come indoors. She ran 
back to the computerand started another gameof Rage Racer." 

Allen, watching over her shoulder, advised her on play. 
“Avoid the blue squidgies. .. those blue things with the wiggling 
outlines... Get the little flaming bombs, instead, and... Yes! 
See? Your axe is nowa ‘flaming axe,’ and does extradamage...” 

Above her head, between her long, rabbity ears, a faint 
light glinted. Allen looked up. The thread he'd seen before, 
golden and ethereal, wasstronger. Itwrithed with an eerie light 
all its own. He was about to say something, when Reila 
exclaimed aloud. 

“Oh, look! I killed ten of the orange squidgies! Look ar 
the score!” 

Allen looked. He blinked, and looked again. 

The score was impossible... and the game wasn’t sup- 
posed to have “orange squidgies.” Blue ones, yes. Green ones, 
too. Andone nasty red one, the toughestenemy the litde “Rage 
Racer” had to face. 

No orange ones. Nor yellow ones, but even as he stared, 
four yellow figures, with amorphous, wiggling outlines, oozed 
into the screen. Reila, working the joystick with more vigor 
than skill, led the little “Rage Racer” character into their midst. 

Whachappened next caused Allen Maycrovik, the game's 
designer, to lose his grip on the back of Reila's chair and fall to 
the carpeted floor in astonishment. 

The game jumped into a new screen. 

That would have been normal at that point, given the 
score that Reila had racked up. Butthe screen the game entered 
was not one he'd designed. 

You've broken my computer, was his first uncharitable 
thought. 

No. That can't explain this... The computer, and its 
program, had changed. Changed... The thought sent chills 
down his spine. He looked up, again, and saw the faint, hairlike 
thread above Reila’s head. 

Spirits! he thought, all in a panic. More calmly, he 
reached outand took the joystick from her fingers. She didn’t 
protest his seizure of the game, nor did she complain when he 
turned the computer off. 

“That's a fun game,” she told him, her voice as innocent 
asachild's. Allen said nothing, butonly stared at the computer 
and game-system. 
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The logo imprinted on the case had changed. What had 
been a Halcyon Model 54 was now— impossibly— a 
HalleyComp “Yaw!” computer. 


There was no *HalleyComp" computercompany. And 
if there were, he knew he hadn’t bought a machine from them. 
Reila wasa spirit, of sorts; she was altering the reality out of his 
world, even at the same time she was discovering it for herself. 

“Reila,” he said, striving for calmness, “I think we might 
have a problem.” 

"Oh?" She looked around at him. She'd discovered a 
small rubber ball, and was bouncing it against the hard tiles of 
the kitchen floor. “Look. It bounces the same way each time. 
Look...” 

With every bounce, with every delighted nod of her 
head, with every confirmation of the immutability of the laws 
of elastic impacts and gravitational acceleration, the thin, 
glowing line of light over her head pulsed in brightness. 

“Rela...” 

She was intelligent. She understood. Catching the ball 
in her hand, she turned to face him. 

"What's the problem?" 

“My world... I think you're making it change." 

It took her a moment to figure out what he meant. 
When she did, her face quickly fell, and her eyes grew hurt. 
Allen feltas guilty asifhe'd just told very young child the truth 
about death. 

Reila folded her legs beneath her, and sat on the floor. 
Her ears, although drooping a bit with her sadness, still rose 
above the height of Allen’s belt. “Because of who I am? Or 


because of where I’m from?” 


"I don't know. But change is coming in to my world, 
through you. Every time a peculiar change is about to happen, 
the thread atop your head glows brighter.” 

Reila looked up, then lowered her gazein embarrassment. 
She couldn't see the top of her own head. Allen, practical as 
always, handed her asmall mirror. She looked into it, and was 
lost for several minutes in rapt appreciation of the rules and 
laws of the reflection of light. 

‘Among the lights reflected, though, was the gilded 
radiance from the thread on her crown. It increased as she 
studied it. She sighed and turned aways the thread faded nearly 
toinvisibility. The mirror, in her hand, shifted strangely; Allen 
didn’trealize it, but he was now the proud owner of the world's 
only half-angle reflecting mirror. It was an impossibility. It 
was the truth. 

Reila looked, for a moment, as if she might weep. 

Allen wondered if his world was in danger of becoming 
like her “world-room.” He didn’t much care for the thought 
of waking up in a different body every morning, with a 
different mind. 

“What is that thread, Reila?" 

“Ie was attached to me by the Toucan god.” Her voice 
was listless, but soon picked up some of its natural vibrancy. 
“He's my teacher. He's the only thing in che world-room that 
never changes. He's always the same.” 

“How is that? How does he manage it?” 

“I don't know. He has been helping me, though. He 
gives me tools to help me learn. He gave me a game, once, alot 
like your ‘Rage Racer’ game. A little one with a moving figure 
who left a little trail of boxes. It was stolen.” A quick wave of 
bitterness fled over her face. “Everything that would help me 
learn getsstolen.” But then, as fast asithad come, the bitterness 
passed. She jumped up to her feet. “We can’t give up. Istill 
want to learn!” The thread over her head, like a light-bulb in 
a cartoon, gleamed every time she had an idea. 

An idea came to Allen, as well. “The game... You said 
that it had a little man who left a trail of boxes?” 

cu 

“Foxy Boxy!" he exclaimed. Hegrabbed her by the arm 
and pulled her around the corner, back into the living room. 
On the wall, an advertising poster showed a stylized version of 
alittle animated fox, grinning with a large, crafty grin nearly as 
large as its face. Itcrawled, slinking slyly, outofa wooden crate. 
One corner of the poster was taken up with a depiction of an 
actual playing-sercen of the game. “Is this it?” he asked. 

“Yes! The same. You'd move— you had to go quickly— 
and the boxes opened up behind you. Sometimes they opened, 
and good things came out— “ 

“— Andothertimes, monsters!” Allen exclaimed. "That's 
one of mine! It plugged into a hand-held game system, the 
Halcyon "Your Tern’ 8-bit 32K cartridge system!” ; 

Reila, unfamiliar with the terms, only nodded. 


“It was stolen about a month ago.” 
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Reila was aghast. ‘I’m sorry... 1 didn’t know!” She 
remembered her own anger when it had disappeared from her 
vault. 

“You said that the Toucan god gave it to you?” 

pem 

“Why? Why would he steal it from me, to give to you?" 
Allen blinked, and thought again. “Did he teach you to speak 
this language?" 

Reila looked at him with blankincomprehension. “Is it 
your language that we are speaking?” 

“Yes!” 

“The Toucan god taught me to speak. It took a long 
time. Icould only learn on days that I was smart, on days that 
I had the right kind of mouth, too.” 

A shudder swept up and down Allen’s spine. Who was 
the “Toucan god,” and what game was he playing? Why was 
he introducing random changes into the world? 

Or... was he stealing the certainty from it, in order to 
maintain his own unchanging reality? The thread, even now 
glinting and writhing over Reila's head: was itan umbilicus, or 
a fishing line? 

Reila... Helooked at her. Was she bringing weirdness, 
randomness, into his world... or draining away the underlying 
substrate of rationality that hers lacked? 

She sauntered away, walking with large, loose steps 
through the house, Once again, she pushed open the curtains, 
gazing up into the sunlight with intent curiosity. Her fur, 
where the sun struck it, was as white as shaved ice. 

“Come away, Reila,” Allen said. “You'll be seen.” 

“Thave been. Look.” She faced him, and pointed out the 
window. Allen, ran over to look. In horror, he saw his 
neighbor, Mr. Mhai, along with a uniformed policeman and a 
small knot of curious onlookers. The policeman goggled back, 
looking not at Allen, but at the lapinoid woman by his side. 

Eye contact served in lieu of invitation. The policeman 
hoisted his bele, and strode up the walkway to Allen’s front 
door, his shoes clicking heavily over the concrete with every 
step. The doorbell rang. 

“Oh, my God... Say nothing,” Allen told Reila. “Say 
absolutely nothing. Stand and keep your mouth shut. Do you 
understand?” 

" Reila cocked her head to one side; her ears, as if coun- 
terbalanced, flopped the other way. “Okay...” she murmured. 
Allen pushed his hand over her mouth. 

“Say nothing” 

Reila nodded. Allen drew his hand away, ready to shove 
it backagain the instant she parted her lips. Then, satisfied, he 
went to the door. The policeman, standing in the shade of the 
house’s wood-shake eaves, was slender and blond, with his left 
arm noticeably more tanned than his right. His name, 
“Henderson,” was stamped on his badge. 

“What's the problem, officer?” Allen asked, speaking as 
matter-of-factly as he could. 

“You Allen Mayerovik?” 

“Yes, Lam.” 


“We got a report from your neighbor of something 
unusual here.” The policeman squinted into the darkness of 
Allen’s living room. “Something about...” At that point, 
embarrassment silenced him. 

Allen carried the fight forward. “Something about a big 
bunny rabbit? Pm surprised you bothered to come and check. 
Slow day?” 

The policeman nodded. “Slow day.” 

"Costume. Fora costume party. Fake ears. Fake feet. 
Fabric and padding, you know?" He smiled winningly. 

“Notfake!” Reila complained, her voice aggrieved by the 
slander. 

But officer Henderson merely laughed. “I should’a 
guessed.” He rolled his eyes, shook his head, and threw down 
his hands. “Sorry to bother you, Mr. Mayerovik.” 

"No bother at all,” Allen said, conviviality oozing from 
him unctuously. The policeman, accustomed to the false 
friendships of people whose homes he invaded in the course of 
his duties, nodded, shrugged, and headed for the door. 

His hair, as he walked out into the sunlight, was brown. 

Allen must have gasped. Officer Henderson turned 
around, his expression bland, yet alert and expectant at the 
same time. He stopped. He frowned. 

He came back into the house. 

“Mr. Mayerovik? Are you okay?” 

“Yeah! Sure! Rightas rain!” Allen said, too hurriedly to 
be credible. 

The policeman's frown deepened. “Mr. Mayerovik, it 
may be none of my business, butyou...” Hesquinted. "You're 
not the same man, are you?” 

“What do you mean?” Allen stammered. He understood, 
though. While he watched, the policeman changed, subtly, in 
ways that only an observant person could notice. The line of 
his jaw lengthened a fraction; his cheekbones lifted; his eyes 
moved the tiniest bit higher in his face. 

“You're not Mr. Mayerovik. Who are you?" The 
policeman reached out for Allen’s face, and, catching him by 
the nose, dragged his features right off his skull. Allen and the 
policeman stared at each other in mutual horror. Allen'sentire 
face had come away, nose, lips, cheeks, brows and all, as easily 
as the skin comes off a broiled turkey at Thanksgiving dinner. 

“What are you?” The policeman— whose name, Allen 
saw, in a peculiar flash of lucidity, was now “Straphnung”— 
dropped his hand toward his pistol. He still held Allen's face 
dangling loosely in his fingers. 

“Give me back my face!” Allen snarled, or tried to. The 
words, pushed out through lipless teeth, were indistinct. He 
pointed. The policeman, with a shudder of horror, flipped the 
loose bag of pinkish flesh to the floor. Allen, with a skull-faced 
grimace of intense disgust, put the face back on, che way he'd 
have put on a mask for a costume-ball. 

“What the hell are you?” the policeman demanded. 
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“Leave him alone!” Reila said heatedly, forgetting her 
directions to remain silent. She stepped forward and breasted 
against officer Henderson— or Straphnung—and shoving her 
impossible lapine features in his face. 

"You're..." He shut his mouth and drew his pistol. 

“Why are you bothering us? Why are you hurting my 
friend? I wish you'd just go away.” 

Shewasabout to say more, when aterribleandirresistible 
sensation shot through her body, beginning at the top of her 
head. “Oh!” she cried, her eyes and mouth flashing wide. 

The policeman stepped back. Allen stepped forward. 

The line of light, faint until now, glowed into full 
brightness. It sparkled and hummed, vibrating like a captive 
bolt of lightning between the poles of a electrostatic generator. 

“Oh!” Reila said once more, and began tolliftup into the 
air. 

Allen caught her in his arms. Instead of securing her, 
however, he found himself drawn up with her. They crashed 
through the ceiling, and, a second later, burst out again into 
daylight in an explosion of asphalt roofing tiles. They spiralled 
up into the sky, gyrating wildly, drawn up at che end of the 
brilliant, buzzing, sun-bright line of light, one terminus of 
which was anchored in the top of Reila’s head, the other as far 
away and as high as the stars. 

Allen saw the city of Santa Carla below him, bathed in 
brilliant California sunshine. Then, all his world, his city, his 
house, even the irises in his garden, all popped out of existence 
as if they never had been. 
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There was a transition, a long, dangling epoch of nausea 
and terror, while Allen and Reila were dragged upwards at the 
end of the glowing tether. Allen saw caverns of light, criss- 
crossed with fibrous webs. He saw shadows unfold, and heard 
echoes of ghastly, thundering sounds. He felt che pressure of 
other minds, other spirits. 

Then, with a boom and a thump, he and Reila lay, 
sprawled across one another, on a wet, boggy hummock in the 
middle of a wet-water swamp. The water— Allen’s face was 
pushed down in an oozing puddle of it— tasted sugary, 
temptingly delicious. 

He rose to his feet. Unsteadily, he looked around 
himself, stunned by the astonishing sights and sounds that 
surrounded him. 

Ahead, across a narrow water, an army of conifers 
clashed as they moved. They slammed into one another, 
rebounding until their limbs shook, then found a way to grate 
past their neighbors to right and left. A wooden drumroll 
accompanied their dance, and a fine rain of needles fell about 
their churning roots. 

To his left, only darkness, faintly streaked with vague 
green bands of light. To his right, the flames of an alien 
morning. Behind him... 

He looked over his shoulder, warned by a soft, almost 
gentlemanly clearing of an unfamiliar throat. “Ahem...” 


Low to the ground, shaped like the earthly bird, Reila's 
“Toucan god” stood on slightly-bent legs. He was all black, 
feathers, legs, bill, and breast, with only his circular yellow eyes 
showing any color at all. 

Allen saw him, and began to change. 

It felt unpleasant, but not painful. The discomfort was 
similar to the awkward feeling one has when sitting down in an 
unfamiliar chair. However, it was an unfamiliar body he now 
wore, and the sense of violation he felt nearly overwhelmed 
him, topped only by the sense of horror. 

His clothes Aowed away, writhing and Aopping as if 
alive. His body grew a third leg, in front, where his manhood 
had been; soon, he stood on a tripod, atop a new set of large, 
ungainly, four-toed feet. An impossible arm grew out of his 
chest; a third eye peered through the hair in the back of his 
head. 

“What...2” he asked, speaking through three mouths. 
He looked to Reila for succor, but quickly realized that she 
could offer him no help. She, too, had changed. 

Low, squat, bleary-cyed, she had a scaly, crocodilian 
aspect now, if crocodiles were to be woven from wining 
bundles of ropy vines, and equipped with long rows of emer- 
ald-shard teeth. She looked at him stupidly, with none of the 
bright intelligence that he’d known there before. 

“Pm Reila,” she said, and accidentally bit her tongue 
before she'd as much as finished her name. 

No, you're not, Allen thought sadly. Reila was a bright, 
pretty, clever woman, who happened to look like a rabbit. 

The crocodile-Reila was rooting in the mud, swallowing 
large throatfuls of it in order to get at the sugary water that 
seeped up from the swamp. A last, faint spark of intelligence 
surfaced for a moment in her dull, reptilian eyes. “Who are 
you?” she asked. 

“Pm Allen? 

Nodding without any real awareness, Reila accepted 
this, and shoved her long snout down in the water again. 

Allen wheeled, awkwardly, to face the Toucan god. 
Birdlike, with an alien patience, it waited for him to speak. 

I'nAllen. lam Allen Mayerovik. Iam unchanged... Even 
ashe formed the thoughts, they whirled away, out of his head 
and gone. He was still Allen... but who was he, now? 

“Such certainty,” the bird said. Allen listened for 
mockery in its dry, level voice, but heard none. 

“Yes,” Allen said, throwing his trio of voices defiantly 
ahead of him. He took a clumsy step forward, wheeling one- 
third of the way around as he moved. His overall image of the 
worldwasnotaltered: the bird was still ahead of him. The bird 
would alvaysbe ahead of him; that was the effect of trilateral 
symmetry... 

Asparklicin his mind, and was gone. In the unemotional 
yellow eye that the Toucan god turned to him, an answering 
spark could be seen. 

“An insight,” the Toucan god said. “Thank you.” 
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In his barrel-chest, Allen’s three hearts beat heavier with 
frustration and rage. “You want insights?” he snarled. He 
stepped forward, each step rotating him one-hundred-and- 
twenty degrees to the left. The gait was fast, surprisingly fast, 
but the Toucan god merely lifted into the air with a bird’s 
agility. 

“Birds have fragile bones!” Allen shouted. “Let me catch 
you, and Pllshow youa Toucan’s anatomy in the light of day!” 

“Fragile bones?” the bird asked, veering close to Allen's 
head then flapping away again. “Why is that?” 

“Ie reduces your weight, making it easier to fly,” Allen 
said, fighting to control his fury. Ahead of him— behind 
him— slightly to one side of him— Reila pushed up little 
ridges of mud with her snout as she grubbed for sweets. He 
knew he was giving away power to his enemy: he was giving 
certainty to the monster who had come to control this world. 

The Toucan god fluttered lower... then settled into a 
hover, floating motionless in mid-air, his wings folded quietly 
athis sides. “Easier to fly?” 

Allen stepped toward him, reaching out with grasping, 
murderous fingers, The bird rose a few feet into the air, drawn 
straight up like a yo-yo on a string. Allen looked into the air, 
as ifexpecting to see just such a string, perhaps glowing golden, 
perhaps merely a line of twisted twine. But there wasnone: the 
bird hovered by some other means. Perhaps he was suspended 
magnetically... 

“Your concepts of ‘cause and effect’ are welcome,” the 
Toucan god said. The verysoftnessofhisspeech was maddening. 
“I desire them. Give me more. Give me all. Give me ‘natural 
laws, and ‘unchanging rules,’ and ‘underlying static concepts 
of reality.’ Give me your world, Allen. For I am the Toucan 
god, and I want it for myself.” 

“How long have you been stealing from us?” 

Birdlike, the Toucan god tilted his head to one side: 
“How long? In your days, or ours?” 

“In mine,” Allen growled. 

“Along time.” The bird moved around, floating like a 
soap bubble, to a new position in midair. “I took your 
computer game—a very interesting toy— and gave it to Reila. 
She learned from it. I learned from her. That's how I have 
come to be a god.” 

“You're taking reality, causality, statistical meaning, 
from my world, only for yourself” 

“The sense of power that comes from knowledge is...” 
The bird shrugged, throwing his beak briefly back over his 
shoulder. “Itisrefreshing.” He flew higher and lowerwith new 
agility. "You're right,” he said, with no joy in the unchanging 
monotone of his voice, “my light bones make it easier for me 
to fly.” He hovered above Reila, actually brushing her low, 
wrinkled back with his tail-feathers. “Do her heavier bones 
make it easier for her to crawl?” 

Allen's self-control snapped. “Puther back. Give Reila 
back her body. Give her back her mind. Do it, or else...” 


The Toucan god might have asked, “Which body?” He 
might have asked, “Why do you care?” He might have asked, 
archly, “What makes you think you have power to command 
me?” 

Instead, he asked, simply, “Or else... what?” 

It was, as the Toucan god himself had said to Reila on 
another day, the wrong question. 

“Pll give you reality, then, you bastard,” Allen snapped. 
He stood forward, his three legs braced wide, his three mouths 
all shouting aloud. “You want to know how the world really 
works? Here itis. You're a bird. A bird You're nota ‘god’ at 
all. You have to flap your wings to fly, andif you don't, you fall 
Gravity is the boss here, and aerodynamic drag, and a hundred 
other factors. I could show you the equations...” 

The Toucan god, to his astonishment, lost altitude and 
fell into the mud with atiny, muddy splash. Allen was too tired 
to be surprised; his anger, firing his spirit, was equally fatiguing 
to his body. 

“You’rea bird...” Allen hissed. “You're abird. You have 
a brain the size of a pea. You can’t understand science. You 
can’t understand language. You can make ‘Polly wanna 
cracker noises with your tongue, but youaren'teven a man, let 
alone agod. You... You... 

The Toucan god looked up at him blankly. 

“Do you understand what I’m saying?” Allen shouted. 
He received no answer. The only noise to be heard was the 
clashing and shaking of the trees on the opposite bank. 
Annoyed beyond endurance, he whirled and pointed at them. 
“Stop that! You can’t do that! You don't have the energy. Just 
sit there and grow, damn it” 

The trees froze into place. Now, they looked for all the 
world just like a small copse of ordinary pines. 

He spun back to the Toucan god, which, as dull and 
mindless as the crocodilian Reila, now tucked into the mud 
with its long, black beak, rooting for sweets. 

“You're supposed to be colorful, too,” Allen muttered 
petulantly. The Toucan, no longer to be called a ‘god,’ 
shimmered, and acquired the familiar and characteristic green 
plumage, touched with fiery colors— red, yellow, blue— 
around its headand down its breast. Its bill was abrightbanana 
yellow, shading subtly to red where it joined its head. 

Allen felt a brief pang, then. He felt like a murderer. 

Then he remembered the bodies into which the Toucan 
had trapped Reilaand him. Hisown was aridiculous fabrication; 
he stepped out of itand into his own normal body with scarcely 
a thought. The idea of a human mind supported in an alien, 
three-lobed brain was too inane to be credited. 

But what of Reila? 

He looked ather. What'causc and effect’ could apply to 
her? He knew what hewanted: he wanted her. He wanted her 
back, che way he’d first met her. 

That wasn't the way this world worked, however. He 
had supplanted the Toucan god, had taken away his role as the 
single source of stability and certainty in a shifting, always- 
changing, unstable world. Or, as Allen hastened to remind 
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himself, a seemingly unstable world. His triumph, and the 
Toucan god’s fall, proved that there truly were ‘underlying 
rules and laws’ here. 

Well, chen... "Hypothesis," he murmured. “Reila is 
normally intelligent. Hercurrentshapeisaffecting her thought- 
processes, suppressing her intelligence.” 


Reila, hearing her name, grunted and lifted her heavy, 
reptilian head from the mud. 

“No...” Allen sighed. “I didn’t really think so...” 

Then, in a flash, he understood. “It’s the ultimate 
“observer effect!” Understanding begot more understanding; 
his insights exploded. From each pinnacle of understanding, 
the horizons beyond lured his intellect; in a moment, his 
perceptions raced outward at the speed of light. Propelled by 
the expanding wave-front, attenuated to infinity, the small, 
glowing spark of selfhood that was Allen Mayerovik attained 
perfect wisdom, and became one with the cosmos. 

Ie lasted only a second. It only needed to. Then he 
blinked like a ninny, and sat himself down in the mud. 

That's... that’s the best thing I've ever felt... Ix put drugs 
to shame, and left even sexual pleasure in second place. 

"Reila?" he called, and beckoned with one finger. 

Reila, eyes glazed, blunt muzzle smeared with sweet, 
sticky mud, ambled closer. “Yes?” she said, barely able to 
maintain a one-word-sentence level of conversation. 

“Tve figured something out. Something you'll like.” 

Reila blinked, too stupid, right now, even to be puzzled. 
“That's nice.” She waited a moment, then looked into his eyes. 
“I'm Reila. Who are you?” 

“Reila...” He held her monstrous head in his hands and 
kissed her right on the tip of her muddy snout. “Reila, in this 
place, you're as smart as you know you are 

“What?” 

“You’resmart. You’reintelligent. You’reassmartasyou 
recognize yourself to be. Do you sec?” 

Ittooka while. For nearly an hour, Reilastruggled wich 
the idea. At times, it eluded her, and she returned to eating 
mud. Each time, however, she would come back to the 
thoughts that Allen had suggested. Eventually, the dawn of 
intelligence awakened in her dead, crocodilian eyes. Then... 

“Oh! Allen! You're right!" 

“Yes!” he smiled hugely. 

“Pm... Pm smart again. I’m me again!” 

“You always were.” 

“Was 1” 

“Yes.” 

"Bur what about my body? My bodies?” 

“They're all yours. All you. Pick one you like." 

“Okay...” She squinted and frowned and concentrated, 
butcouldn't find a way to change. Still quadrupedal, still scaly 
and awkward, she sat, idly licking the mud from between her 
teeth. “My mind is the important thing,” she said aloud, 
although speaking mostly to herself. “The body isn’t really an 
important thing, is it?” 
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“No,” Allen said. “Still, I'd grown fond of you the way 
I met you.” 

The crocodile vanished, and the long-legged, stretch- 
eared, white-furred, lithe, limber, and very feminine rabbit 
returned, sitting in a low squat, supported by herimmense feet. 

“Hello,” Allen grected her. 

“Hi,” she answered, a bit shyly. “You defeated the 
Toucan god. Does this mean that you are the ‘Allen god'?" 

“I suppose.” Allen was happy, now, just to sit and look 
ather, to listen to her, to think about her and to understand her. 
However, the best was still to come. (Jmn’t it abuajs? he won- 
dered.) 

“But if Pm che “Allen god, then you'll have to be the 
“Reila god.’ Because, Reila..." He paused for emphasis. “In 
this world, you're as smart as you know you are." 

“You told me that.” She laughed. “That’sso wonderful, 
too! I'll never have to be stupid again! I hated waking up dull, 
and confused, and foolish...” 

“But, Reila...” 

She looked at him, perplexed, not seeing what he was 
driving at. Then, ina flash, she did. 

For her, as well, che realization only tookasecond. The 
emotions writhed across her face, as deep and as sincere and as 
painful as the contortions of orgasm. 

“Oh!” she cried. Her eyes went wide, wide enough to 
perceive all of reality: the whole of the cosmos in two eyes and 
a single soul. Her perceptions, like his, encompassed the 
infinite. He relived the pleasure, simply by seeing iton her face. 
Sch. 

She surfaced, and looked at him. Both were exactly as 
smart as they knew they were. The moved toward cach other, 
and eased into a sexual embrace which united them in spirit 
and soul as much as in the flesh. Their love was as pleasurable 
as they knew it was, and their knowledge, now, had no limit. 


Afterward, she gave him irises, and he gave her a new 
computer game. 
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